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This study focused on the effects of social media on the mental health of first- 
year university students. The study was inspired by tertiary students who often 
go through a transitional change during their first year at university. 
Undergraduate students are now faced with the social media epidemic 
challenging their cognitive, social, emotional, and physical functioning. Findings 
in literature have suggested that the brain is fully developed at age 29 and social 
media can affect brain growth thus changing the psychological well-being of the 
individual. This was a quantitative exploratory design and descriptive statistics 
were used to describe data. Data was evaluated with the use of Microsoft Excel 
for simple statistical analysis. 
 
The findings illustrated that students in first year are of different ages (n=192) 
and therefore the use of Social Networking Services (SNS) affects their 
different stages of development. The cognitive functioning of students was 
affected with anxiety and distractions caused by task-switching therefore 
affecting their concentration during lecture periods. However, social media can 
be beneficial to students’ attentiveness whilst studying. Socially, participants of 
the study revealed they struggled with peer pressure and communication skills. 
Attachment styles and the types of relationships developed were some of the 
difficulties students faced especially when staying at student residences. 
Emotionally, the respondents experienced denial, regret, and low self-esteem. 
The development of compulsive behaviour in reviewing online material, 
statuses, and scrolling on social networking services affected their functioning 
as well. Physically, students struggled with sleep and developed a habitual 
routine of looking at their phones before and after they slept. Digitally, students 
accessed social network services predominantly at university with the access of 
free wireless fidelity (Wi-Fi). They further had profiles across different 
applications and spent at least two to five hours per day online without 
accessing academic online resources. 
 
Recommendations have been made for further research especially within the 
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The term ‘”access programme” at university refers to bridging academic 
developmental skills by incorporating extended tertiary education (diploma) 
modules with practical skills  to students who  did not meet the requirements for  
university (UJ, 2019).  
 
Applications 
Software developmental mobile programmes carrying forward a limited function 
such as communication, gaming, reading and music are referred to as 
applications. (Zheng, 2015).  
 
Data 
The term “data” in the context of cellular networks refers to internet services 
directed through mobile network services such as prepaid, contracts and Wi-Fi 
access gained from network providers through wireless connections. 
 
Digital Native 
A digital native refers to a person who has been exposed to any form of 
technology and has used the Internet, video gaming, social media, social 
networking, computers and cellphones from an early age and has affected their 
brain structure and cognitive abilities (Prensky, 2001). 
 
Digital Immigrant 
A digital immigrant refers to a person who is adapting to technology with no early 
experience in computer literacy and social media (Halton, 2019).  
 
Email 
Email is characterized by electronic mail: message notification, sending and 







According to Tang & Hew (2018), emoticons can be defined as the pictorial 
description of behavioural, emotive and cognitive expression during online 
communication. Furthermore, they distinguish the purpose of emoticons in the 
digital world as a means of enabling relationship building and contributing towards 
comprehension skills. Emoticons are also known as ‘emojis’ and ‘stickers’.  
 
Followers 
Followers are people whom you communicate with online and who are not all 
necessarily your true friends.  
 
GIF 
Graphic Interchange Format. GIF refers to the visual representation of 
photographic, textual commentary, cinematic or emoticon transference within a 




A digital knowledgeable generation of younger individuals who have been raised 
with technological devices, internet and wireless connectivity to explore new 
information and communicate efficiently in varying contexts. 
 
Network 
A ‘network’ in telecommunications refers to a Smartphone and Wi-Fi connector to 
enable communication services such as access to data, messaging services and 
voice calling. 
Search Engine 
A search engine refers to the internet tool (known as the machine intelligence of 
the digital world) to gain access to worldwide websites to research and gain new 







Varied social media networks contributing towards the support of emotional 
connections and shared knowledge, information, ideas and skills in a group 
context (Utz & Muscanell, 2015). 
 
Social Media 
Social media refers to the creation of web 2.0 changing drastically from web-
based Internet (Web 1.0) on desktops (Parry, 2017). The enacting of individuals 
who create profiles to serve their identity on various electronic platforms by 
broadcasting and engaging with others, share ideas, knowledge and content, 
communicate in groups and with friends.  
 
Social Networking Services 
Social Networking Services refers to social media applications that enables 
people to interact, communicate and share information on social media platforms 
such as Facebook, Twitter, WhatsApp, Instagram and LinkedIn.  
 
Streaming 
The digital communication availability consisting of both audio and visual 
distribution content viewed by a number of users at the expense of data where 
one does not need to download the content (Austerberry, 2013).  
 
Student portal 
University technology enabling students to access the library online, subject and 
knowledge module content, administrative services. The student portal at the 
University of Johannesburg is available as an application for all devices.  
 
Wi-Fi 
An abbreviation for ‘wireless fidelity’ indicating a fast wireless connection to 
technological devices transmitted from radio waves and not wires (Zheng, 2015). 
 
World Wide Web 
Online communication and access with the world via a web browser and are 
retrieved from the Hypertext Transfer Protocol known as “http” (Halavais, 2018).  
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ABBREVIATIONS AND ACRONYMS 
 
ADC  Academic Development Centre 
APPS Application 
BFI  Big Five Inventory 
DSM – 5 Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders – Fifth Edition 
FOMO Fear of Missing Out 
FYE  First Year Experience 
GIF  Graphic Interchange Format 
IGD  Internet Gaming Disorder 
IM  Instant Messaging 
Internet Interconnected Network 
LDU  Learning Development Unit 
SMD  Social Media Disorder 
SMS  Short Message Service 
SNS  Social Networking Services 
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Social media, revolutionary technology, wireless software upgrades, and 
portable hand devices are all integral aspects of the digital generation of 
students attending tertiary institutions. Most students who begin university have 
previous knowledge and experience of the virtual world by interacting online on 
social media applications such as Facebook, Snapchat, Instagram and others. 
Presently, universities are following current global trends such as implementing 
free WI-FI access to all students (Brand South Africa, 2013).  
 
Continuous exposure to the internet and excessive usage of social media can 
cause an array of challenges to the developing brain, interpersonal 
communication, daily performance ability, and socio-emotional well-being 
(Griffiths, 2012; Marino, Finos, Vieno, Lenzi, & Spada, 2017; Cronje & Konijn, 
2018). Symptoms of addiction include anxiety relating to ‘fear of missing out’ 
(FOMO) on events, news, information, other people’s perceptions of oneself, 
feelings of gratification when one interacts with social media applications 
(apps), and the reward of social engagement (Buglass, Binder, Betts, & 
Underwood, 2017; Przylski, Murayrama, DeHaan, & Gladwell, 2013). From 
observation, young students who continuously look at their phones in social 
circles and communicate with others online often display  fear of missing out 
(FOMO) tendencies. This study focuses on the impact of social media on the 
mental health of first year students. 
 
1.2 BACKGROUND TO RESEARCH 
 
Social media serves a variety of needs such as connecting with old friends, 
facilitating new friendships, online dating, and informing others of your activities 
(Collin, Rahilly, Richardson, & Third, 2011). The internet, social media, and 
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Social Networking Services (SNS) are multifaceted and have an array of uses 
and services that provide the freedom to interact, self-improve, and look for job 
opportunities. However, with recent negative phenomena such as 
disengagement and escapism, social media engagement gives rise to concern 
due to the effect it has on their primary consumers who are young adults (Meier, 
Meltze, & Reinecke, 2018).  
 
Chigona, Kamkwenda and Manjoo (2008) state that students who perpetually 
access the internet on their mobile devices to communicate through online 
messaging services using Wi-Fi instead of communicating via a paid network 
service such as Short Message Services (SMS), tend to spend more time on 
their devices. However, this can be attributed to various communicative 
scenarios such as the individual wanting to be in continuous contact with their 
loved ones as well as using it as a tool to avoid face to face interaction with 
others. Pillay and Maharaj (2014) have observed that most South Africans from 
various backgrounds are progressively changing their lifestyles with the advent 
of technology by being in possession of a smartphone. They investigated how 
SNS affect users’ time, attention capacity, and is a cause of modification of 
behaviour and personality characteristics.  
 
Parry (2017) has concluded that South African undergraduate students who 
use technology at university as a learning tool, are often distracted by SNS 
apps such as WhatsApp and YouTube. Facebook, Twitter and other social 
media platforms may play an important role in students’ connection with others 
through the virtual world with the real world. 
 
Facebook provides users with a platform of interaction in public groups, faculty 
pages, community discussions, and notification about ‘check-ins’ (shared 
locations) memories, birthdays, events, and other posts. Additionally, Facebook 
is an app where many people can communicate with new and old friends via 
commenting on each other’s statuses, sending messages on their public profile 
page, or alternatively privately contacting the individual using the Facebook 
Messenger app. Facebook users are able to invite strangers to be on their 
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friend list and may not necessarily know them on a personal level (Rosen, 
Carrier, & Cheever, 2013). This applies to other apps as well. According to 
Ellison, Steinfield, and Lampe (2011), students build their social capital mostly 
by being in contact with school friends and family as well as making new friends 
acquired from online interactions and random friend requests.  
 
The identities of students on social media  are perceived by the profiles they 
create to engage with others thus enhancing their social capital. Students may 
communicate with peers from the same faculty but not meet them in real life. 
Instagram provides the same service but on a visual level only. Twitter 
incorporates social networking, microblogging, and is a report base for a variety 
of subject matters. Furthermore, Twitter is a platform that the world uses 
(politicians, celebrities, and organisations) to relay conversational messages to 
their followers by ’digital dialogues’ (Grant, Moon, & Grant, 2010). This entails 
sharing news, facts, and opinions to society. Most SNS consumers use 
WhatsApp for personal, group, or individual communication with others. 
YouTube patrons use the app mostly for video content in reference to 
education, music, watching television series, and short dramatic parodies. 
YouTube has also been used by consumers to complain about services and 
the quality of products of companies, local government, and other institutions.  
 
Most first year students at universities use smartphones or other android 
devices to tap into social media. In 2017, the Deloitte Global Mobile Consumer 
Study rated the usage of smartphones in South Africa as 93% (Deloitte, 2018). 
This joins the league of Norway, Netherlands, and Luxembourg. According to 
the survey, data was collected from 1000 South Africans aged between 16 to 
75 years who represented the country and were inclusive of age, gender, 
region, and socio-economic status. Between the 16 to 24-year age range, the 
most used SNS were 80% of users for WhatsApp, 55% of consumers for 
Instagram and 54% for Facebook. These apps can be accessed at university 
institutions. Despite the benefits of smartphones for social networking and  
teaching and learning activities, social media may impact brain development 
and mental wellbeing. 
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1.2.1 Social Media, Brain Development and Mental Health 
 
Studies about the effect of Facebook addiction studied the possibility of the 
harm of social media on the brain and mental health challenges (Blachino, 
Przepiorka, & Pantic, 2012; Griffths, Kuss, & Demetrovics, 2014; Kimpton, 
Campbell, Weign, Orel, & Wozencroft, 2016). Young adults become immersed 
in finding new friends and networking with other social circles. Consequently, 
they become addicted to excessive sharing of visual material in seeking ‘likes’ 
and ‘dislikes’ from other users. This sharing may cause an adverse effect on 
their body image, self-esteem, and identity and may cause depression and 
anxiety. Continuous usage of social media contributes towards physical 
ailments such as tiredness and poor health (Das-Munshi, Lund, Matthews, 
Clark, & Rothon, 2016; Veiga, Sotero, Pontes, Cunha, Portugal, & Relvas, 
2018). Numerous international studies have mentioned this particular age 
group as a crucial stage towards the development of virtual communities, since 
they do not have many responsibilities at home, no monetary obligations, and 
time, resulting in overconsumption of SNS and social media (Coyne, Padilla-
Walker & Howard, 2013; Jacobsen & Forste, 2011; Meir et al., 2018).  
 
Research indicates that Facebook plays a role in the development of positive 
and negative personal attributes of young adults and emerging adults between 
the ages of 18 and 29 years (Kimpton et al., 2016; Satici & Uysal, 2015; Veiga 
et al., 2018). The primary years of brain maturity continues from adolescence 
into young adulthood (Azzopardi, Wickremarthne, & Patton, 2018). Studies in 
brain development have indicated that the brain matures and changes between 
the ages of 25 to 30 (Aamodt & Wang, 2011; Arnett, 2000; Blakemore & 
Choudhury, 2006; Sowell, Thompson, Tessner, & Toga, 2001; Sawyer, 
Azzopardi, Wickremarathne, & Patton, 2018). The myelination and pruning of 
neural pathways increasingly change depending on the experiences the brain 
is exposed to during the latter years of adolescence (Blakemore & Choudhury, 
2006). The executive functioning and brain connectivity intensifies as the 
parietal lobe and prefrontal cortex expands with the biological life 
transformations and environmental transitions (Sawyer et al., 2018). Therefore, 
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social media influences memory, personality development, and behaviour. 
 
Recent studies have suggested social media affects all three dopamine 
pathways (Giedd, 2012; Griffiths, 2018; Haynes, 2018; Robertson, 2017) 
Firstly, social media impacts the mesocortical pathway because this pathway 
regulates attention, memory, and emotional behaviour. Secondly, the 
nigrostriatal pathway is affected by both movement and sensory stimuli such 
as gaming, scrolling, and additional behavioural habits (Chan, 2016; Dube, 
2018). Thirdly, the mesolimbic pathway creates pleasure and rewarding 
behaviours, addiction, emotion, and perception whereby the brain is activated 
by constant notifications from various apps. This has become a ritual to socially 
interact with others (O’Connor, 2014) and has therefore created habit seeking 
behaviour. The aforementioned is a comparison as to how the brain is activated 
by environmental behaviour such as eating, accumulation of wealth, and sexual 
pleasure (Szalavitz, 2014; Wikiel, 2016). The influence of social media on the 
development of the brain can therefore affect student well-being and behaviour 
at university.  
 
1.2.2 Social Media and Student Well-Being 
 
Students conform to the university environment based on the influence of their 
social counterparts by integrating virtual connections with academic and 
personal commitments (Gray, Vitak, Easton, & Ellison, 2013). As technology 
advances, the rapid use of SNS influence students’ developmental growth 
especially during their formative years of tertiary education. Digital technology 
affects the students’ lifestyle where they are easily distracted from an array of 
academic commitments, study sessions, and recreational periods (Selwyn, 
2016).  
 
During this period, students are exposed to various interactive and 
communicative strategies using social media as a norm. Facebook users can 
create fake profiles to mislead other users in the digital world. Consequences 
of fake profiles involve negative personality changes, cyberbullying, and difficult 
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off-line social encounters. A possible rift may occur in the manner of 
communication online between different types of identities a user may portray 
on social media. These identities may not always be realistic, thereby causing 
a change in offline activities. Additionally, symptoms of personality disorders 
such as avoidant, dependent personality disorders and antisocial behaviour 
can be identified as possible social media challenges of profile users (Boyce, 
Wood, & Powdthavee, 2013; Shava & Chinyamurindi, 2018; Wainner, 2018).  
 
The method of communication between students relies on their language and 
digital expression through the usage of emoticons via SNS. This is drastically 
different in comparison to actual interaction and communication with others. 
According to Beebe, Beebe, Redmond, Geerinck, & Salem-Wiseman (2015), 
communication operates at a verbal and non-verbal  level. The relationship 
between the non-verbal aspect and SNS is to improvise on interpersonal skills 
(Wood, 2016). Communicating on social media platforms is primarily non-
verbal and dependent on a student’s language expression through the use of 
emoticons, GIF’s and video content. Therefore, a sender’s intentional emotional 
expression may not be truthfully expressed. Moreover, off-line communication 
may pose psycho-emotional challenges such as loneliness and isolation.  
Over reliance on SNS may also hamper the development of sound socialisation 
skills. A student’s true expression can never be conveyed as it is not witnessed 
by the next person but viewed on the screen after the message has been sent. 
The possibilities of experiencing offline communication with interpersonal 
communication are the feelings of being potentially isolated and experiencing 
negative impacts on socialisation skills (Wainner, 2018). Hence, poor 
socialisation skills that stem from the use of social media may impact a 
student’s academic performance because their social, cognitive, and emotional 
well-being may be negatively affected by the reliance of on-screen non-verbal 
communication. However, students can develop healthier social relationships if 
they are able to be transparent in the real and virtual worlds. This can result in 
having a positive or negative consequence on how students perform at 
university in relation to their social, cognitive, and emotional well-being (Baym, 
Zhang, & Lin , 2004; Beebe et al., 2015; Cho, Gay, Davidson, & Ingraffea, 2007; 
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Wood, 2016).  
Additionally, the use of the mobile device may bring forth avenues of 
procrastination (Judd, 2013). The mobile device is responsible for ‘task-
switching’ and is defined as the number of different unrelated activities an 
individual simultaneously participates in within a limited time period (Cheong, 
Shuter, & Suwinyattichaiporn, 2016). Digital communication often includes 
task-switching whereby a student may be using their mobile device for a variety 
of uses. This is inclusive of chat, status commentary, watching videos, image 
uploads, scrolling between different apps, all whilst attending a lecture. The Net 
Generation students who use technology and SNS as a form of digital 
communication at university do not do it purposefully, but task-switching 
commonly occurs causing distractions affecting their overall health. Student 
well-being is essential to their holistic wellness at university and is dependent 
on how students are able to transition to first year with varying communicative 
tools. 
 
1.2.3 Social Media and First Year Students  
 
During the first year of tertiary studies, student communication is based on the 
type of interactions shared, thus having an effect on their acuity and how they 
would respond with others (Rubin, Graham, & Migenery, 1990). Studies have 
further elaborated that the type of interactions shared consequently has an 
adverse influence on students’ transitional behaviour and adaptation process 
to higher education (Bejerano, 2014; Clinciu, 2013; DeAndrea, Ellison, LaRose, 
& Steinfield, 2012, Ericson & Gardner, 1992). Moreover, students are adapting 
to their newfound freedom at university which is different from high school. This 
‘freedom’ involves learning how to adapt to the university lifestyle. Wi-Fi is freely 
available at university and many students resort to communicating socially 
online during and after lectures.  
 
Mokhtari, Delello, and Reichard (2015) described undergraduate students 
using digital communication whilst multi-tasking or task-switching as a form of 
habit as opposed to choice. Using SNS repeatedly can create “habitual 
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behaviour” leading to possible addiction (Shava & Chinyamurindi, 2018, p. 2). 
Recent research has argued that students can be manipulated by visual and 
auditory notifications of their social media communicative apps to respond with 
immediate effect. This may create complications in face to face communication, 
emotional complications, and academic challenges (Jacobsen & Forste, 2011; 
Kibana & Mgaya, 2015).  
 
Social media pattern behaviour indicates the time spent on social media and 
the type of impact it has on the mental health of the individual (Whang, Lee, & 
Chang, 2003). This habitual behaviour and pattern usage of SNS can create a 
form of dependency on the mobile device or smartphone causing anxiety and 
withdrawal symptoms (Vishwanath, 2015; Wainner, 2018). Barriers to offline 
communication are influenced by SNS and neurological challenges (attention-
deficit), anxiety, depression, and behavioural barriers which are currently being 
researched in depth (Riaz, Ishaq, & Abbasi, 2018; Wainner, 2018). Although 
plenty of research has been conducted focusing on the effects of SNS on 
academic learning within the higher education environment, little research 
within the South African context focuses on the effect of social media on the 
mental health of first year students (Bejerano, 2014; Gray et al., 2013; He & 
Hutson, 2016; Jacobsen & Forste, 2011; Kibana & Mgaya, 2015; Mbodila, 
Ndebele, & Muhandiji, 2014; Rambe, 2009).  
 
It is important to note that social media communication has progressed over 
the years as students’ identities are mostly recognised by their SNS profiles. In 
2013, a study was conducted at most South African universities by a SA High-
tech student research study where they interviewed 1435 students. Based on 
the research and questions reflecting on academic performance, 83% of the 
students claimed the internet boosted their social lives and 81% claimed Wi-Fi 
and free internet enhanced their lifestyles (Brand South Africa, 2013). In 2016, 
students at university, particularly in first year, were adapting to the university 
life by integrating with continuous communication on SNS as well as using Wi-
Fi for academic purposes (Young, 2016). Hence, the student transition phase 
within the university environment has evolved around the digital world, ensuring 
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that students’ identities are in a state of continuous transformation. The 
advancement of social media within tertiary institutions has progressed over 
the years.  
 
Previously, social media and SNS communication began with chat applications 
such as Mxit and Myspace, where students who had cellphones could only 
access these apps from their phones using their own prepaid or contract data. 
Currently, most students own a mobile device and continuously use it to 
connect with others using the free Wi-Fi available at campuses and student 
residences.  
 
With the advancement of the World Wide Web (www) and SNS on mobile 
transmitters being easily accessible, the majority of students possess at least 
one device in comparison to accessing the web via desktop computers or 
laptops. I have observed that students are no longer subjected to accessing the 
internet between available periods but can do so at any time. With free Wi-Fi, 
even though the purpose is to assist students to gain maximum exposure for 
their studies, they tend to be more absorbed on their smartphones 
communicating online as opposed to people around them. Most students use 
SNS as a form of social generic dependency at university which can result in 
socio-emotional, hyper-connectivity, and cognitive difficulties (Akter, 2014; 
Cheong et al., 2016; Rambe, 2009). Furthermore, students may feel isolated or 
struggle to communicate with others and can experience FOMO (Rosen et al., 
2018).  
 
1.3 RESEARCH RATIONALE  
 
In 2019, I practiced as a senior mentor in academic support counselling at the 
University of Johannesburg (UJ) Academic Development Centre (ADC) where 
I worked with undergraduate and postgraduate students. Part of the 
programme at the Learning Development Unit (LDU) is to guide first year 
students during their transition into tertiary studies. The UJ ADC framework 
(University of Johannesburg, 2019) focuses on integrating education and 
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psychology to promote academic health for students who are struggling to 
cope. The centre further caters for wellness and positivity by empowering 
students to develop effective study strategies, boost critical thinking and mental 
health components by incorporating life skills into the programme.  
 
Students, during their counseling sessions, often expressed how social media 
affected them from various perspectives. Most students who reside at the 
residences are away from home (different province or city) and are living 
independently for the first time. These students are trying to maintain daily 
contact with their families and peers back home. There are other students who 
have acknowledged that even though they are staying with family, social media 
steals a lot of time especially scrolling on Instagram and  engaging in SNS 
communication by chatting via WhatsApp. Some students indicated that they 
speak to people online but do not share the same type of communication at 
university or with their roommate. During my experience thus far, specifically 
with undergraduate first years, many students have admitted social media is 
occupying most of their time. These are merely opinions of students’ insights 
and therefore aided in pursuing this study to investigate the possibility of social 
media’s effect on their mental health.  
 
1.4 RESEARCH QUESTION 
 
In our current academic context there is a research gap concerning the 
implications of social media on mental health. The research question is: How 
does social media affect the mental health of first year students?  
 
1.5 RESEARCH AIMS  
 
The aim of this study was to investigate the possible effect of social media on 
the mental health of first year access students and to recommend possible 





1.6 RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY  
 
1.6.1 Research Approach and Design  
 
This was an exploratory quantitative research study. According to Terre 
Blanche, Durrheim, and Pinter (2006), quantitative research focuses on 
objective facts, numerical data, casual and deductive theories, and statistical 
analysis. They further state that quantitative research can be placed within a 
positivistic research paradigm where it consists of rationalistic inquiry and 
empirical reasoning.  
 
The research design forms part of the crucial component of a minor-dissertation 
and is defined as the blueprint of scientific analysis (Leedy & Ormrod, 2016). 
Research further demarcates differentiated designs personified for the type of 
study the researcher conducts. Exploratory quantitative research is also known 
as pre-experimental research whereby there is an independent variable and no 
control group nor random assignment (Salkind, 2012). The advantage of 
exploratory research is that the study serves as the foundation of a potential 
experimental research whereby the independent variable can be controlled 
(Leedy & Ormrod, 2010). Additionally, exploratory research facilitates ideas for 
future research, process concepts, and creates potential theories (Terre-
Blanche et al., 2006).  
 
This study follows a pre-experimental research design using a web-based 
survey to collect data. Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen, and Razavieh (2010) mention 
that web-based surveys are automatically able to attract larger numbers of 
participants to a study and with electronic processing the amount of time spent 
towards data collection is much less in comparison to paper-held surveys in a 
specific location. Brandell (2010) states the effectiveness of exploratory 
research with surveys is a means of developing descriptive statistics in order to 
investigate health related matters. Additionally, surveys are a means of 
identifying the subject area according to a particular group of individuals based 
on whether they represent a big participant range or not (Ary et al., 2010; 
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Brandell, 2010).  
 
For the purpose of this study, the research design is a pre-experimental 
quantitative study. This study is an exploratory investigation comprising of 
descriptive statistics. Exploratory research is also known as pre-experimental 
research design, whereby there is an independent variable and no control 
group nor random assignment, therefore not allowing for causal inference 
(Salkind, 2012). The advantage of exploratory research is that the study serves 
as the foundation of a potential experimental research whereby the 
independent variable can be controlled (Leedy & Ormrod, 2010). Additionally, 
exploratory research allows for facilitation of ideas for future research, process 
concepts, and creates potential hypothesis (Terre Blanche et al., 2006).  
 
1.6.2 Data Collection  
 
Data was collected from an adapted survey sourced from Alsaif (2016). The 
questionnaire addressed the mental health well-being of students who use 
social media. The survey was adapted and comprised of a combination of 
checklist responses (yes/no), scaled and ranking items, multiple choice, and 
demographic responses (Appendix D). There was no pilot study prior to the 
assessment.  
 
1.6.3 Sample and Procedure  
 
The research participants of this study were from a university situated in central 
Johannesburg consisting of access students from the Faculty of Engineering. 
The university is a public tertiary institution which provides excellent academic 
services to students as well as bursaries, residence facilities, transport 
services, culture groups, academic, and mental health support centres.  
 
The sample used for this study was from a mixed population inclusive of 
different age groups (between 17 to 26 years), socio-economic status, and 
genders who were extended first year students in the access programme. The 
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sample consisted of 192 extended students.  
 
Once ethical clearance was obtained from the Faculty of Education Ethics 
Committee, a paper version of the survey was created. Participants were 
informed of the survey via their lecturers and class representatives. 
Confidentiality was ensured and students were able to withdraw at any time 
they felt uncomfortable continuing. Results from the survey will be kept for a 
period of three years.  
 
1.6.4 Data Analysis  
 
Descriptive statistical analysis of data occurs when data is presented from a 
univariate analysis (Thulasingam & Premarajan, 2018). This indicates the study 
will analyse three aspects. Firstly ‘distribution’ will indicate the total number of 
participants for the study inclusive of the value of demographic data collected. 
This will be distributed according to the gender orientation, area of origin, 
accommodation, faculty of study, and age. The frequency of distribution will be 
represented in percentages (Howell, 2010).  
 
Secondly, the measure of ‘central tendency’ will measure the mean, median, 
and mode of the total number of participants (Israel, 2011). This will be 
calculated once data collection occurs.  
 
Lastly, the ‘dispersion’ consists of the standard deviation, variance, and the 
range (Israel, 2011). The descriptive statistics data will be calculated with the 
assistance of the statistical analysis on the Microsoft Excel programme where 
this will be able to compare data, create the central tendency and dispersion of 
data as well as being able to analyse survey data (Foley, 2018).  
 
According to Sue and Ritter (2012), a survey’s statistical data can be collected 
by the number of frequency counts, percentage distributions, and valid 
responses that enable efficient data analysis. Once this has been determined, 




1.6.5 Reliability and Validity  
 
According to Ary et al. (2010), construct validity of the survey can be measured 
as the item measure and the representative sample population of the study. 
Since this was a non-experimental research design and there were no 
manipulation of variables, internal validity could not be justified but external 
validity could be seen from similar responses by a degree of generalisability 
(Leedy & Ormrod, 2016). 
 
The survey was designed and developed to collect information from a large 
sample and data was easily standardised which allowed for comparisons 
between the distributions (Creswell, 2003). Additionally, the survey method was 
able to analyse students’ opinions, and emotional, mental, behavioural, and 
habitual characteristics regarding social media.  
 
1.7 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS  
 
Ethical clearance (Appendix A) was sought from the Faculty of Education 
Research Ethics Committee. Application was made to seek permission to 
conduct the research at a university situated at the lower end of Johannesburg 
East, with engineering students who were in their first year. I further consulted 
with the lecturers from the ADC unit and the subject courses for permission to 
professionally interact with the students (Appendix B).  
 
All participants were approached individually and in small groups at the 
university for their participation in the project. Participants who took part in the 
study consented after a verbal and written explanation of the study was given. 
They were provided with a letter of consent where the purpose and description 
of the study was discussed (Appendix C). Participants had the right to withdraw 
at any stage without any form of consequences. The briefing included a consent 
form for the participants. Students voluntarily participated and were ensured of 
their confidentiality. The researcher further informed students that their names 
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were not required on the survey paper except on the consent letters. Students 
were presented with a paper survey consisting of 10 multiple choice questions, 
11 yes/no response statements, 14 Likert scale statements, four close ended 
questions, one open ended question and three filling in the blanks.  
All data collected from this research was only accessible to the researcher and 
supervisor. After a period of three years, the response data will be destroyed. 
 
1.8 CHAPTER SUMMARY  
 
In this chapter the background and rationale of the study were given. The 
context of the problem, the problem statement, the aim of the study, and the 
research design and paradigm were discussed. Chapter Two will be dedicated 
to the discussion of a theoretical foundation for SNS and mental health, which 















2.1 CHAPTER OUTLINE 
 
This chapter aims to inform the reader of the previous research and theories 
generated to support the research of this study. The introduction and 
background to the study will be discussed highlighting important aspects of the 
Net Generation at university. Firstly, this section will focus on the students’ 
transition to their first-year experiences, higher education technology 
engagement, connected learning, and student adaptation to virtual reality in 
relation to communication. Secondly, this chapter will elaborate and distinguish 
between the various psychological attributes of social media with particular 
emphasis on the cognitive, socio-emotional, and physical functioning. Lastly, 
the review of literature will proceed towards engaging with social media defined 




The dynamics of youth and young adults who attend first year at universities 
are mostly dependent on technology and the social media phenomena (Rambe, 
2009). Social media provides students with the power to create their adaptation 
to university by being part of digital exchanges to support both formal and 
informal communicative practices towards literacy, studying, social interactive 
groups, and leisure activities (Byungura, Hansson, Muparasi, & Ruhinda, 2018; 
Czerniewicz & Brown, 2010; Gallardo, Marqués, & Bullen, 2015).  
 
Particularly at universities, the digital era has permitted all generations to 
interact and be aware of the various forms of SNS. Faculties are able to use 
social media to enhance module engagement between students and teaching 
staff and in this way empower students to engage in optimal learning (Heffner, 
2016; Roux & Parry, 2017). This stance is a positive benefit to students 
17 
 
predominantly in undergraduate courses. Although blended and collaborative 
learning encourages accessing media from designated or any other SNS, it 
may potentially affect students’ attention span, emotional stability, physical 
well-being, and psychological attributions (Lam, 2015). In relation to this global 
change in tertiary education, South African universities in comparison to first 
world countries consist of the generational composite of students inclusive of 
both the digital native and immigrant population from a number of socio-
economic backgrounds, who with the digital divide, display an adjustment to 
university (Czerniewicz & Brown, 2010). Although students who are from 
various societal and economic environments are affected by the use of SNS, 
the digital divide can promote other neurological, physiological, and 
psychological implications with consistent usage of SNS. 
 
Barker’s (2009) study on the psychological elements of the effect of SNS on 18 
to 19 year old young adults was mainly associated with an emergent identity 
that is acceptable in society, building confidence and locating a common group 
of interest but may not necessarily have an effect when they become young 
adults. In relation to this, the effect of screen time on adolescents between the 
ages of 13 and 19 using the internet and SNS affects the brain, causing 
attachment challenges, hostility, sleep disruptions, reliance on virtual 
interactions, and can be a cause towards creating hopelessness and despair 
(Lissak, 2018). In another study, adolescents and young adults between the 
ages of 19 and 32 who used SNS frequently portrayed depression and anxiety. 
Their study included the symptoms of loneliness, increased suicidal thoughts, 
mediocrity, jealousy, and unstable moods (Lin, Sidani, ShensaRadovic, Miller, 
Colditz, & Primack, 2016).  
 
Superfluous usage of SNS affects adolescents’ and young adults’ brains 
causing them to be dysfunctional with comorbid health concerns. The usage of 
SNS at university, particularly for first year students, will be explored below in 
the context of the students’ digital demographics and the social, emotional, and 




2.3 THE NET GENERATION AT UNIVERSITY 
 
2.3.1 Young Adults in Higher Education 
 
The transitional changes of first year university students are immense. Young 
adults often experience a revolution of change, resulting in a metamorphosis of 
their personal, mental, and academic well-being. Many students are adapting 
to the academic lifestyle, financial and social pressures, the virtual and 
digitalised interactive communities, identity formation as well as being in the 
process of developing possible new personality traits. Students in their first year 
of higher education are characterised by their levels of confidence, self-image, 
stress, communication, enthusiasm for studying, academic challenges, time 
management, and economic difficulties (Clinciu, 2013; Chidzonga, 2014; De 
Clercq, Roland, Brunelle, Galand, & Frenay, 2018).  
 
2.3.2 Student Identity, Transition and First Year Experience at University  
 
First year undergraduate students at university currently experience a multitude 
of changes within the first six to 12 months before they begin to settle within 
their new environment. The environmental influence of tertiary institutions can 
bring forth a new-found freedom where students need to implement personal 
boundaries and ultimately create the identity of the self within their current 
surroundings (De Clercq et al., 2016). 
  
Although student transition is important, students are now facing the 
technological dilemma of SNS. Universities across South Africa have 
implemented digital service tools amongst lecturers and students where 
curriculum content can be shared, students can engage with each other, and 
technology provides a range of other services to students. 
 
Undergraduate first year students frequently undergo social and emotional 
challenges that can affect academic performance. This can be distinguished as 
different in comparison to the remaining years in tertiary study. Students are 
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adapting to various changes ranging from building their identity at higher 
education to developing new growth and seeking to have a career in the future. 
The type of communication experienced at university naturally impacts on the 
professional development and career choice a student wishes to practice. 
 
2.3.3 Student Engagement using Higher Education Technology 
 
South African universities have now joined the global ranks of worldwide 
universities by providing the digitalised tools to students for online learning as 
well as offering free Wi-Fi services to all students at university. Although the 
internet can only be accessed with an active connection to Wi-Fi or data 
services, many students opt for communicating on social media via the Wi-Fi 
services offered at universities. 
 
Students who use their mobile and laptop tools in lectures often access 
university Wi-Fi. According to Judd (2013), an individual who uses their mobile 
device can be conducting two actions, either ‘multi-tasking’ or ‘task switching’. 
Both these terms relate to how students use digital technology between 
activities. ‘Multi-tasking’ often relates to an individual doing more than one task 
in the same area, resulting in a conclusive outcome, and ‘task-switching’ is 
defined by the number of different unrelated activities an individual 
simultaneously participates in within a limited time period (Cheong et al., 2016). 
Hence, digital multi-tasking for students can involve students using laptops in 
class to refer to the lecture content whilst concurrently making lecture notes by 
typing and audio recording the lecture for future reference.  
 
Conversely, digital communication often occurs during task-switching whereby 
a student may be chatting, commenting on statuses or uploading images of 
their followers, scrolling on their social media apps whilst attending a lecture, 
as well as possibly watching video content that is not always related to the 
lecture. Neo-millennial students who use technology and SNS as a form of 
digital communication at university do not do it purposefully, but task-switching 
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commonly occurs, causing distractions affecting the cognitive, social, and 
emotional well-being of the student.  
 
2.3.4 Student Adaptation to Virtual Reality and Communication 
 
Prior to the advent of the world wide web being easily accessible, university 
students’ communication relied solely on personal interaction. McMillan and 
Chavis (1986) personified that the need of communication for a student can be 
categorised and divided into four areas. These include that students can 
interact, unite, and collaborate with others by developing team spirit; motivate 
and support each other; create a bond by sharing and assimilating ideas; and 
have a mutual connection with respect, cooperation, and understanding. 
Therefore, functional communication can only be attained once the individual 
is able to perceive and acknowledge others in accordance with the self. Hence, 
the psycho-social communicative stance of each student varies in accordance 
with their personality traits.  
 
Students with introverted and extraverted personalities have unique 
communication dynamics in how they connect, develop friendship groups, 
identify differences and compatibilities with other students, and begin to 
regulate their attitudes with others. The exposure of the interplay of 
personalities for many students may be a daunting experience especially for 
individuals who portray characteristics such as being shy, afraid, anxious, and 
possibly having feelings of isolation. Wilson, Fornasier, and White (2010) 
indicate that the personality traits of an individual initially depend on a student’s 
self-esteem and confidence level before they liaise with others. Further 
emphasis has been placed on the transition of students in their first year who 
incorporate the level of their interactions and decide on their communication 
stance, dependent on their previous introverted and extroverted characteristics 
(Hanson, Drumheller, Mallard, McKee, & Schlegel, 2010; Opt & Loffredo, 2000; 




In recent years, social interaction and communication amongst students has 
changed. Student communication differs and includes a variety of forms such 
as oral, verbal, face to face, online, and screen exchanges. These forms can 
have positive or negative consequences on how students perform at university 
in relation to their social, cognitive, and emotional well-being (Beebe et al., 
2015). Students’ adaptability to virtual reality, possible addictive behavioural 
patterns, and their varying styles of communication can affect their mental 
health.   
 
2.4 THE PSYCHOLOGICAL ATTRIBUTES OF THE BRAIN 
 
The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders Fifth Edition (DSM-
5) state that with the rise of technology, they are studying the possibility of 
internet gaming disorder (IGD). Some of the alarming symptoms include 
withdrawal from the internet, loss of interest in activities around them, lying 
about the time spent on the internet playing games, anxiety, and using internet 
gaming as a means of avoidance (Sarkis, 2014). Van Den Eijnden, Lemmens, 
and Valkenburg (2016) claim that due to the proposed IGD, there are plenty of 
similarities with the use of social media, as SNS can only be used with access 
to the internet. They have therefore proposed that social media disorder is 
identical to IGD because they will both be classified as mental health disorders 
that would emerge in the foreseeable future. However, this is yet to be studied 
further.  
 
Limited international research suggests students who task-switch and access 
digital communication mainly act upon it due to boredom during class, content 
disengagement, anxiety, attention challenges, and lower metacognitive abilities 
(Hanson et al., 2010; Rosen et al., 2018). Barriers to offline communication are 
influenced by SNS and neurological challenges (attention-deficit), anxiety, 
depression, and behavioural barriers are currently being researched in depth 




According to literature, social media affects mental health in mature adults. 
Current studies are being researched on the effects of social media on 
teenagers. The neurological and personality effects of social media can be 
classified as an identity transformation as well as adaptation for young adults 
from the age of 18, as an emergent growth period between adolescence and 
adulthood (Michikyan, Subrahmanyam, & Dennis, 2014).  Online behaviour and 
anonymity of users on social media such as Facebook and Instagram can 
create fake profiles, thus resulting in misleading information and 
communication between others in the digital world. This can develop multiple 
personality changes, cyberbullying, and difficult social encounters offline with 
others. Hence, a possible rift in the manner of communication online between 
different types of identities portrayed on SNS can be created and may not 
always result as being realistic, causing a change in offline activities. 
Additionally, symptoms of personality disorders such as avoidance, 
dependence, and anti-social can be portrayed as communication challenges of 
profile users (Shava & Chinyamurindi, 2018; Wainner, 2018). 
 
2.4.1 Social Media and Cognitive Functioning 
 
A: Neuroplasticity 
First year students who often attend university are at least 17 years old and 
above. Brain development is at its peak in adolescence and through various 
circumstances and experiences has the ability to change until the age of 25 and 
can mature until the age of 30 (Sawyer et al., 2018).  
 
Neuro imaging scans (see Figure 1) have revealed the changes on the brain 
for young people between the ages of eight to thirty (Crone & Konjin, 2018). 
This image depicts change observed on four different brains of the adolescent 
whereby depending on the consumption of social media, the grey motor 
neurons (brain processing ability) affect the muscle sensory perception and 
muscle control thus affecting one’s performance on memory, executive 
functioning, control, vision, hearing and emotions. Therefore, the changing 
colour of the brain indicates the reduction of how the brain communicates and 
23 
 
processes information (Crone & Konjin, 2018). When this occurs, brain 
plasticity transpires by restructuring neural networks towards the progression 
of new neuron pathways by shaping the brain and adjusting to changes. 
Cortical mapping will ensue the development of supplementary neural networks 
affecting the region of psychobehavioural functioning (Tudin & Hurwitz, 2019; 
Crone & Konjin, 2018). Neuroplasticity is therefore impacted by the  systemic 
change dependent on  the acquisition of a recent skill, environmental stimulus, 
habitual behavior and psychosomatic pressure. 
 
The brain that is exposed to any form of media and screen time will thus allow 
for the reduction of neurons depending on the level of media absorbed, in that 
the brain may increase in sensorimotor skills. This may benefit behavioural 
performance of the brain but has a contradictory effect on the volume of 
processing neural skills  as opposed to the volume of neural communicative 
pathways therefore affecting general cognitive functioning of an individual. 
(Crone & Konjin, 2018; Jones, Morales, Lavine, & Nagel, 2017). 
 
Furthermore, the brain that is exposed to excessive social media is 
continuously absorbed by media consumption as a want and desire boosting 
the reward centre. Therefore, this stimulating behaviour is caused by engaging 
in a habitual change thus creating permanent damage regardless of whether it 
is by a form of activity or the use of intoxicants (Tudin & Hurwitz, 2019). The 
social media compulsive behaviour has reached the status of having an 
equivalence to a drug (Clay, 2017). International coaches such as Dr. Sylvia 
Fred have claimed digital addiction as “digital cocaine”, “digital heroine” by 
Chinese investigators, and “digital pharmakeia” which is a Grecian word for 
drug by Dr. Andrew Doan (Kardaras, 2016). Hence, social media affects the 
brain’s performance and has an effect on the functioning of an individual.   
 
B: Attention Span and Concentration 
Multi-tasking and task switching during contact hours in class can be 
interrupted by the use and access to social media (Mokhtari et al., 2015). 
Studies have criticised this point and claimed that even though multi-tasking 
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affects the executive functioning of the brain with students, digitally native 
learners are able to carry out many different tasks at once because they are 






Figure 2.1: Adolescent Brain Neuroimaging (Crone & Konjin, 2018, p. 2) 
 
2.4.2 Social Media and Social Functioning 
 
Many students feel they do not have any friends at university and would rather 
go online to communicate with others. Punyanunt, De La Cruz, and Wrench 
(2018) found that although college students are dependent on the internet they 
are able to communicate based on their social media communication, but can 
be subjected to social anxiety if a student portrays communication 
apprehensiveness. Contrary to this study, Hughes (2017) argues that social 
anxiety and social media are not connected. Secondly, he argues that if a young 
adult continuously uses SNS and is unable to communicate effectively, it is not 
necessarily as a result of social anxiety. Social communicative patterns are 
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associated with attachment styles and relationship building, behaviour, and 
social realism. These will be discussed below. 
 
A: Attachment Styles and Relationship Building 
Adolescents and young adults at university begin to develop their internal and 
external identities based on their interaction and exposure with others. The 
developmental shift and attachment styles of first year undergraduate students 
often work incognito to create a sense of belonging, personal intimacy, and 
separation (Moreau, Laconi, Delfour, & Chabrol, 2015).  
 
First year students are often exploring and adapting to the environment whether 
they are living with others, family, or on their own. Rosenthal and Kobak (2010) 
mention that the attachment style of students with their parents and family, 
particularly if they are staying far apart, may cause a form of distress and 
anxiety depending on the type of personality the individual has. Social media 
camouflages the space of the adolescent who has separation anxiety to 
continue speaking to their friends and family in their hometown via a social 
media platform. In association with this aspect, Ozad and Uygarer (2014) 
mention that students further develop their own attachment styles online with 
strangers to fill a void, especially if they do not have real friends or are feeling 
isolated and want to aspire to have friends in the virtual world. This creates a 
need to have multiple profiles over various SNS, creating insecure attachment 
styles and forming split personality traits (Sponcil & Gitimu, 2013). When an 
emerging adult undergoes this form of isolation, it predominantly stems from 
poor attachment styles in childhood and from traumatic experiences 
(Demircioğlu & Köse, 2018).  
 
Students who make friends easily often do not always rely on social media and 
enjoy interacting with friends during class time as opposed to only 
communicating on social media (Monacis, De Palo, Griffiths, & Sinatra, 2017). 






Emerging adults who often use social media gaming on their phones especially 
during the contact lecture periods and studying, practice this habit to pass time 
or overcome their boredom mainly because there are rewards for the player for 
each level they have passed (Mokhtari et al, 2015). The adolescent brain is 
working towards the reward system in all spheres of SNS interaction as well as 
gaming (Tudin & Hurwitz ,2019). The objective of the reward is to provide 
consistent incentives to the user as a means of gratification and therefore 
heightens the ventral striatum of the brain, causing addiction (Tudin & Hurwitz, 
2019). Over usage of social media can cause the brain to react if there is slow 
to no WiFi access thus causing withdrawal symptoms, anger, and frustration 
(Tudin & Hurwitz, 2019). 
 
Social media causes consumers to regularly communicate on their 
technological device by offering free instant messaging with the use of data. 
The attention span for activities without the use of any virtual tool may cause 
hyper-connectivity and withdrawal symptoms resulting in anxiety, FOMO, and 
agitation (Cheong et al, 2016). The participation of students in universities may 
become apprehensive and they may feel they are unable to concentrate.  
 
C: Social Realism 
The majority of digital natives who fall under the teenage and young adult 
bracket find it difficult to distinguish between the digital and realistic world 
(Tudin & Hurwitz, 2019). Many adolescents have a digital footprint by 
interacting online via instant messages, posting, and commenting on pictures 
and statuses. However, a digital footprint also applies to passive users by using 
their time to observe, scroll, read, watch visual material, or being unresponsive 






2.4.3 Social Media and Emotional Functioning 
 
A: Regret and Denial 
Time is crucial towards the development of feeling happy, sad, excited, and so 
forth. Previous studies have revealed that the lengthened usage of social media 
apps such as Facebook has negative consequences on the individual’s 
emotional functioning on the day, thus having an automated impact on their 
concentration and cognitive functioning (Lin et al., 2016; Marino et al., 2017).  
 
Although there has not been much research in the field of regret and denial of 
sharing information online, there has been a study conducted in 2011 of how 
social media users may feel a sense of regret and denial over the type of posts 
they share on social media (Wang, Norcie, Komanduri, Acquisiti, Leon, & 
Cranor, 2011). They have indicated over 58% of responses in the qualitative 
setting from a small group mentioned they do feel regret when they post 
sensitive content, religious and political opinions, relationship arguments, 
personal and family dilemmas, and occupational ridicule. Comparatively in their 
second survey, 21% of respondents from a quantitative setting where a large 
group of respondents who answered survey questions and further revealed 
commentary, online arguments, photos tagged by others from parties, and 
venting are causes of regret and denial of oneself that it has been shared with 
many users online. Although this study was conducted with Facebook users at 
the time, it is interesting to observe the behavioural and emotional patterns 
most users have and the effect thereof.  
 
B: Self Esteem 
Filters and photo distortion of photographed images have now become 
common practices for many social media members. This leads to unrealistic 
expectations specifically for teenagers who have recently completed school 
and who have a low self-esteem (Franchina & Coco, 2018). Santarossa and 
Woodruff (2017) elaborate that flawed skin and the idealised body image 
affects mostly females in comparison to male college students. Herring and 
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Kapidizc (2015) argue the presentation of beauty, appeal, commentary, editing 
options, filters, and how the photographs are represented affect all genders and 
people of any socio-economic group, thus having an effect on the confidence 
level of adolescents. This is specifically a challenge for most people who fall 
under the digital native code where the visual representation of the online 
identity far supersedes the reality of the person causing digital empowerment 
and harm (Zhao, Grasmuck, & Martin, 2008; Tifentale, 2015; Patchin & Hinduja, 
2017). 
 
Additionally, the result of a distorted body image is associated with emotional 
aspects where self-esteem, confidence, positive well-being, comparison, and 
envy affect the physical, psychosocial, and emotional features of an individual. 
This can lead to eating disorders, suicidal ideation, depression, anxiety and can 
additionally affect physical well-being. 
 
2.4.4 Social Media and Physical Well-being 
 
A: Sleep  
Excessive dependency on social media results in the body becoming inactive 
and sleep deprived. Hence, compulsive traits in students develop among those 
who always feel the need to consistently be online, who then tend to have poor 
sleep patterns, restlessness, fatigue, insomnia, and are regularly interrupted by 
their notification sounds or flashes (Ross & Rhys, 2018).  
 
The adverse effects of social media on the cognitive, emotional, social, and 
physical functioning have been explored. It is significant how the origins and 
progression of social media affects the well-being of young consumers on 






2.5 SOCIAL MEDIA  
 
Young adults and teenagers are enticed with social media not only because of 
visual stimuli but the receiving of rapid responses via Wi-Fi on what they search 
for on the net, to communicating with others. For university students who 
engage with both digital academic media concurrently with social media for 
other purposes, this can be detrimental (Roux & Parry, 2017). The South 
African contextual environment entails both the digital native and immigrant. 
The digital immigrant can be seen as a different generation who has had no 
access to technology in South Africa based on the type of background the 
student is from, with no former experience with computer literacies (Brown & 
Czerniewicz, 2010). However, the digital native is a combination of several 
types of students depending on their socio-economic backgrounds. Many 
students from underprivileged and poorer backgrounds are able to access and 
use social media  but cannot afford data, thus causing a digital divide amongst 
students (Tustin, Goetz, & Basson, 2012).  
 
It is important to acknowledge the origins of online networking and the South 
African history regarding instant messaging, especially since the millennium, 
thus including Generation X (individuals born between 1965 to 1980), Y 
(individuals born between 1981 to 1996), and Z (individuals born between 1997 
to the present day). This gives us information regarding digital natives and 
immigrants as well as the effect of social media platforms thereof.  
 
2.5.1 Origins of Online Networking 
 
In recent years, the rise of social media has created a global trend by bringing 
people from all different strides of life together. People of various communities, 
different countries, diverse cultures, and common interest groups have socially 
interacted from numerous avenues. The purpose of creating online 
communities stems from the communication structure that people need a social 
connection with others (Kurylo & Dumova, 2016). Therefore, the development 
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of social attribution relies on interconnected activity where the dimensional 
value is to associate one with the other through web interactions (Chan, 2016).  
 
Conversing and reacting on social media started in the 20th century in 1978 
(Allen, 2017). Over the last 42 years, communication has changed from 
reaching out to the public via billboards and advertisements to the public 
accessing their favourite news stations via a mobile or desktop device as well 
as granting the citizens the ability to interact with the larger or smaller 
population at the discretion of the user (see Figure 2: The History of Social 
Media). Online communication is now on a personalised level for the greater 
public in comparison to the years prior to 2003 when it was formerly declared 
mostly for the use of politicians, corporates, and businesses (Allen, 2017).  
 
The development of identity for businesses was based solely on visual and 
sensory stimuli to attract consumers (Cobos, 2012). Similarly, the same 
philosophy that was shared with marketing strategists is now being imparted 
with all communal parties regardless of age. Although this has always been a  
mode of communication, the communication tactic via SNS and other internet 
services is a means of formulating graphical stimuli for the individual to grasp 
the content visually and therefore participate in gaming, instant messaging, 
creating video content, playing quizzes, and other applications (Bartholow & 
Balls, 2013; Chan, 2016).  
 
Since the millennium, social media has taken the globe by storm by promoting 
people all over the world to interact with each other. Although Google and the 
first social media app ‘Six Degrees’ were created in 1997, there are new 
developments of software, broadband, and the web thus causing an 
emergence of continual apps, social media, SNS, and web development  (see 
Figure 2.2: The History of Social Media). In addition to Facebook, which was 





Figure 2.2: The History of Social Media (Miriam, 2019)  
 
Instant messaging has been evident since the early transition of the 21st 
century. In South Africa, Mxit was developed in 2005 in Stellenbosch, South 
Africa, by Herman Heunis (Diphoko, 2019). This was the biggest instant 
messaging app at the time even though WhatsApp was created in 2009. During 
the early part of the millennium, the majority of South Africans used instant 
messaging apps such as Mxit, Blackberry Messenger (BBM), and WhatsApp 
(Smit & Goede, 2012). By 2013 onwards, South Africans mostly communicated 
with WhatsApp because not everyone had the requirements to use BBM 
without a Blackberry phone or Mxit because this app did not update their 
software, thus having difficulties with many devices (Vermeulen, 2016). Till 
today, WhatsApp is the most dominant instant messaging app even with the 
creation of many other apps.  
 
2.5.2 Social Media Platforms  
 
Social media applications are inevitable and almost everyone uses them, 
provided they have access to Wi-Fi or data. Social media comes with its 
advantages and disadvantages. All forms of online networking depend on the 
user and whether they are able to reap the benefits for academic, mental, 
health, social, vocational, and other interests according to time constraints or 




Cramer (2018) conducted a study in the United Kingdom and found that 91% 
of students between the ages of 19 and 24 access social media. Students 
accessed mostly YouTube, Twitter, Facebook, Snapchat, and Instagram. All of 
these apps were surveyed in relation to the positive and negative impact on 
mental health of adolescents and young adults. YouTube and Twitter were 
amongst the five apps that created a positive well-being for students whereas 
Snapchat and Instagram were amongst the apps that caused negative well-
being. South African youth enjoy using WhatsApp, Instagram, Snapchat, and 
Tik Tok (Sadlier, 2019).  
 
According to both studies conducted in 2017 and 2018 by the Royal Society for 
Public Health (RSPH), social media platforms are shaped by the individual’s 
needs and wants. This ultimately has an effect on the well-being of users as 
described in the figure below.  
 
 





YouTube is an  app developed in 2005 and later bought over by Google. This 
app and website allows users to watch, share, comment, and download for 
offline viewing (Lawler, 2019). In recent years, YouTube is now promoting 
advertisements before watching an actual video. The purpose of YouTube is 
for users to share content and subscribe to channels of interest as well as watch 
old television series, music, hobby guidelines, motivational talks, and 
supplementary benefits. The RSPH (2017) has stated that YouTube promotes 
positive well-being with millennials and other generations. The study has 
mentioned adolescents and young adults enjoy using YouTube because this 
app promotes awareness, community building, self-expression, and self- 
 
B: WhatsApp 
This social networking app was formerly created in 2009 and later sold to the 
Facebook company. The app was designed for instant messaging between 
groups and individuals. This app is encrypted and allows users to text, video, 
share images, Wi-Fi call, participate in group chats, record audio, and use 
Google speech dictation to type one’s chats (WhatsApp, 2019). Although 
WhatsApp is convenient to speak with friends and family, it has been used in 
cyberbullying, unsuitable information sent to the users from others, intimidation, 
and has resulted in peer pressure (Tudin & Hurwitz, 2019).  
 
C: Snapchat 
Snapchat is a visual app developed in 2011 and still owned by the creators, 
consisting mostly of users who share images using the app’s filters, emoticons, 
stickers and has the ability to draw on the image (Lawler, 2019). The Centre of 
Mental Health (2017, p. 2) has argued that Snapchat is an intimidating app for 
users as it can be “manipulative” with misrepresentations of images thus 
affecting the confidence of mostly females. Snapchat images that are 
exchanged between users are automatically deleted within a few seconds, but 
the app retains the image on their storage and databases (Sadleir, 2019; Tudin 
& Hurwitz, 2019). Snapchat promotes emotional support, self-expression, and 
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self-identity. However, users often feel anxious, experience FOMO, body image 
consciousness, and bullying and the app has been implicated as a cause of 
depression (RSPH, 2017; 2018). 
 
D: Instagram 
Instagram was founded in 2010 in association with the Facebook company 
where both social media platforms correlate user information and share 
contacts with the permission of the consumer (Instagram, 2019). The 
similarities between Instagram and Snapchat are almost the same, except 
posts are permanent unless deleted at the discretion of the user. Instagram is 
an app that shares images, creative photography, and stories with the 
community and most people enjoy following hashtags, celebrity profiles, 
friends, and hobbies (Tudin & Hurwitz, 2019). Another correlation with 
Snapchat is that it has the same effect on positive and negative well-being 
(RSPH, 2017; 2018). 
 
E: Twitter 
Twitter is a microblogging app that was created in 2006 and consists of short 
messages that can be used to follow political parties, celebrities, journalists, 
and friends (Kemp, 2019). Twitter, like Instagram also uses the hashtag symbol 
to connect members with trending topics and subjects. According to Figure 3, 
Twitter promotes self-expression and community building but has a negative 
effect on sleep, plays a role in bullying, and contributes to experiencing FOMO. 
Twitter has been implicated in anxiety and depression amongst the users 
(RSPH, 2017; 2018). 
 
F: Facebook 
Since the millennium, Facebook is one of the oldest and most researched social 
media apps created. The app was developed in 2004 and is not used by the 
younger generation as much as it was previously (Tudin & Hurwitz, 2019). The 
Facebook app is most commonly used by millennials and allows members to 
post more content in comparison to other apps. The platform encourages group 
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interaction, interest and business pages, timelines, and promotes individual 
updates. Facebook promotes emotional support, community building, and self-
expression but has a negative effect on sleep, results in FOMO, anxiety, 
depression, bullying, and poor body image (RSPH, 2017). 
 
G: Blackboard 
Blackboard is an academic and student affiliated social media app where all 
information received about the subject module, activities, assessment results, 
finances, and other pertinent information are exchanged between the student 
and the departmental staff. Blackboard is an international academic app and is 
designed to be customised with the associated institution (Blackboard, 2018).  
 
2.6 CHAPTER SUMMARY 
 
The first part of this chapter focused on the “Net Generation” at university and 
how social media and SNS student experiences shape their individuality at 
tertiary level. The second part of this chapter highlighted the crucial importance 
of the effect of social media on the brain and how the virtual world impacts on 
the physical, socio-emotional, and cognitive well-being of students. Lastly, 
social media was analysed in relation to the acclaimed description of the app 




DATA RESULTS AND ANALYSIS 
 
3.1 CHAPTER OUTLINE 
 
The focal aspect of this chapter is to discuss and explain the findings of the 
data according to descriptive statistics for a non-experimental design. 
Descriptive statistics is also known as a statistical summary of data that was 
collected (Langridge, 2004). This survey research entailed obtaining 
information from a section of first year students to study the possible effect of 
social media on their mental health. The research question of this study is: How 
does social media affect the mental health of first year students? 
 
Data was collected in the form of a paper survey due to time restrictions and 
interpreted via a Microsoft Excel sheet using a coding system on the 
spreadsheet. The usage of Microsoft Excel enabled the researcher to achieve 
a basic analysis of data (Leedy & Ormrod, 2016). Thereafter, raw data was 
converted to frequencies, percentages, mean, median, and mode. The data 
further incorporated tables of comparison, charts, and graphs to illustrate the 
representation of data.  
 
This chapter will comprise of the analysis and will be divided into three different 
sections. Firstly, the demographical data such as gender, age, area of origin, 
and student accommodation will be discussed in relation to the total population 
of 192 first year undergraduate students participating in this study. Secondly, 
the findings of the survey will be discussed in relation to social media and each 
of the psychological attributes (cognitive, social, emotional, and physical). 
Lastly, this chapter will focus on the students’ responses to their familiarity with 
social media.  
 
I expected this age group to fall between 17 to 21 years, however, the 
participants ranged from 17 to 26 years. As a result, each age category was 
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divided into five sub-age groups (17 to 18 years, 19 to 20 years, 21 to 22 years, 
23 to 24 years and lastly 25 to 26 years). 
 




The selected sample size was 200 students from the Faculty of Engineering. 
192 students (n=192) completed forms with no blank responses (see Table 
3.1). There were no withdrawals from the study. The students who participated 
were between the ages of 17 to 26. There was a total of 102 male participants 
(n=102), 58 females (n=58) and 32 students who did not specify their gender 
(n=32). The ages of participants were considered in relation to the distribution 
of ages within the sample population considering late adolescence (17 to 18 
years), young adulthood (19 to 20 years), and students who were 21 years and 
older in the first year access programme. 
 





The total population of students in the 19- to 20-year-old category (n=109) 
displays the largest age category of participants. This group reveals there are 
significantly more males than females and the non-specified gender together 
(see Figure 3.1). Although the 17- to 18-year age group was just below half in 
population, there are big differences between the genders. The same applies 
for the 21- to 22-year age group. Both the older age categories informed me 
that there are few students in this age group even though there are more males 
who study engineering. 
AGE 17- 18 yrs 19 -20 yrs 21 -22 yrs 23-24 yrs 25 - 26 yrs Total 




Figure 3.1: Gender 
 
3.2.3 Area of Origin 
 
The students’ origins from all provinces and bordering countries is interesting 
to observe from the survey (see Figure 3.2). The three most participating 
provinces were Gauteng (42%), Limpopo (20%), and Mpumalanga (17%).  
 
A noteworthy observation demonstrates the population sample in accordance 
with the age groups (see Table 3.2). This gives an in-depth understanding of 
where the participants are from. It is interesting to notice from the 42% from 
Gauteng, the students were between the 17 to 20 age brackets (n=68) in 
comparison to the 21 to 26-year groups (n=12). 
 
The second most rated province was Limpopo where 20% of the students 
originate from and consisted mostly of students between the 17- to 20-year age 
(n=34) bracket and the 23 to 25 years (n=3).  
 
Mpumalanga was the third highest province with a total of 17% of the 
participants in this study. Although most of the students were between the ages 
of 17 to 24, the maximum amount of participants were from the 19- to 20-year-
old age bracket (n=20) in comparison to the 17- to 18-year old’s (n=4) and 21- 
to 24-years (n=9). KwaZulu-Natal consisted of 9% of the population of students 
but most students ranged between the 17 to 22-year age bracket (n=17). 
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Students from the Northern Cape and North West provinces consisted of 3% 
each of the population. However, the Free State province and the two bordering 
countries (Zimbabwe and Lesotho) only had 1% each of the population sample 
size. There were no students from the Western Cape province. 
 
Figure 3.2: Total Origin Population (%) 
 
It was interesting to note the students’ age groups in accordance with each 
province and bordering country (see Table 3.2). This indicates the younger 
population were from both urban and rural provinces   
 
Table 3.2: Area of Origin 
Area of Origin 
(n) 17-18 yrs 19- 20yrs 21-22 yrs 23-24 yrs 25-26 yrs Total % 
Gauteng 19 49 7 1 4 42% 
Mpumalanga 4 20 8 1 0 17% 
Kwazulu-Natal 6 7 4 0 0 9% 
Northern Cape 0 4 0 0 1 3% 
Eastern Cape 3 3 2 0 0 4% 
Free State 0 1 0 0 0 1% 
North West 1 2 1 1 1 3% 
Limpopo 12 22 2 1 2 20% 
Zimbabwe 1 1 0 0 0 1% 




3.2.4 Student Accommodation 
 
In relation to the participants’ area of origin, most students were from Gauteng 
in the 19- to 20-year age group. The majority of the students stayed at an off-
campus student residence (see Figure 3.3). It is interesting to note from Table 
3.3, that the majority of the age groups stayed at an off-campus student 
residence (69%) in comparison to the students who stayed at the university’s 
residences (13%). The 19- to 20-year age group as well as the 21- to 22-year 
age group were students (n=12) who stayed alone and not in student 
residences, with family, or friends. Fifteen percent of all students from each age 
group stayed with their family. The most common group was the 19- to 20-year 
old’s (n=15) followed by the 17- to 18-year age group (n=8). 
 
 
Figure 3.3: Student Accommodation (n) 
 
Table 3.3: Student Accommodation 
STUDENT 
ACCOMMODATION (n) 
17-18 yrs 19-20 yrs 21-22 yrs 23-24 yrs 25-26 yrs Total (%) 
Independent 0 4 3 0 0 4% 
On Campus Student Res 5 15 4 1 0 13% 
Off Campus Student Res 33 75 15 3 6 69% 




3.3 SOCIAL MEDIA AND COGNITIVE FUNCTIONING 
 
Students were asked three questions regarding their academic skills in relation 
to cognitive functioning. The first question was a yes/no response to their 
distraction when studying (“Do you get distracted by social media when you are 
studying?”). The other two questions focused on attention, where students were 
asked if social media benefits students to maintain focus whilst studying 
(“Social networks help me to study”) and concentration (“Social media poses 
negative effects on my concentration in lectures”) where students needed to 
select an option from the Likert scale. 
 
A: Distraction 
From all the age groups, 67.7% of students indicated social media to be a 
distraction whilst studying and 32.3% said it was not. All participants between 
the first three age groups experienced distraction (D) difficulties with social 
media when studying (see Table 4). The 17- to 18-year age group signified 
20.3% distraction challenges which is equal to the number of students who did 
not experience distraction difficulties in the 19- to 20-year age group. It was 
difficult to analyse the two latter age groups since the population size was 
limited. 
 
Table 3.4: Distraction 
 
B: Attention 
“Social networks help me to study” 
D 
17-18 yrs 19-20 yrs 21-22 yrs 23-24 yrs 25-26 yrs Total 
 (n) %  (n) %  (n) %  (n) %  (n) % (n) % 
Yes  39 20,3% 70 36,5% 16 8,3% 2 1% 3 1.6% 130 67.7% 
No 7 3.6% 39 20.3% 8 4.2% 3 1.6% 5 2.6% 62 32.3% 
Total 46 23.9% 109 56.8% 24 12.5% 5 2.6% 8 4.2% 192 100% 
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The distribution of scores indicate the frequency of response scores for 
students who found SNS beneficial towards their attentiveness to study. The 
mean score indicates that the 17- to 18-year-old age group disagreed that SNS 
affects their attention in comparison to the 19- to 22-year age groups who 
indicated SNS affects their attention when studying (see Table 3.5). This 
suggests that a student’s attention span is not entirely affected when they 
engage on social media, however, most participants partially agreed that social 
networks help them to study thus implying that social media partially affects the 
attention span of students when they are task switching. 




“Social media poses negative effects on my concentration in lectures” 
 
All student groups except the 23- to 24-year-old category partially agreed (see 




17- 18 yrs 19 -20 yrs 21 -22 yrs 23-24 yrs 25 - 26 yrs 
Strongly Agree  15 40 15 5 0 
Agree 36 56 12 0 8 
Partially Agree 33 114 36 9 6 
Disagree 22 30 4 2 0 




Figure 3.4: Concentration 
 
3.4 SOCIAL MEDIA AND SOCIAL FUNCTIONING 
 
3.4.1 Stalking and Cyberbullying 
 
Students were asked if they used social media for stalking (S) others (see Table 
3.6). A total of 39.6% of the recipients responded with ‘yes’ and 60.4% of the 
students responded with ‘no’. It is however interesting to note that 25% of the 
students who stalked others were in the older age categories of 23 to 26 years. 
However, this age group cohort in the sample is rather small for this finding to 
be significant. Therefore, the biopsychosocial attribution of stalking and 













According to the survey, students were asked: “Would you body shame or 
cyberbully others online but not tell them to their face?” 89.5% of all participants 
responded with ‘no’. From the students who responded with ‘yes’, 10.4% were 
from the older adolescent group to young adults (17 to 20 years). Hence 
stalking, cyberbullying, and body shaming is of significance to the older adults 
in first year undergraduate courses. This is important to note, since it is not as 
much as a concern as if it were a large number of the sample population, as 




17-18 yrs 19-20 yrs 21-22 yrs 23-24 yrs 25-26 yrs Total 
(n) % (n) % (n) % (n) % (n) % (n) % 
Yes  
15 7.8% 48 25% 7 3.6% 3 1.6% 3 1.6% 76 39.6% 
No 
31 16.1% 61 31.8% 17 8.9% 2 1.0% 5 2.6% 116 60,4% 
Total 
46 23.9% 109 56.8% 24 12.5% 5 2.6% 8 4.2% 192 100% 
Table 3.7:  Cyberbullying and Body Shaming 
 
CBS 
17-18 yrs 19-20 yrs 21-22 yrs 23-24 yrs 25-26 yrs Total 
(n) % (n) % (n) % (n) % (n) % (n) % 
Yes  
7 3.6% 12 6.3% 1 0.5% 0 0% 0 0% 20 10.4% 
No 
39 20.3% 97 50.5% 23 11.9% 5 2.6% 5 2.6% 172 89.6% 
Total 
46 23.9% 109 56.8% 24 12.4% 5 2.6% 8 2.6% 192 100% 
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3.4.2 Friendships: Friends and Peer Pressure  
 
A: Friends 
“Do you prefer using media because you have no friends?” 
Students who use social media because they did not have any friends were a 
minimal number and only signified as 23%, as opposed to students who 
mentioned they use social media because they have friends (77%). Although 
students in the age categories 17 to 18 years (n=13) and 19 to 20 years (n=21) 
mentioned they use social media because they do not have real friends (see 
Figure 3.5).  This is alarming as there are students who struggle to make friends 
at university and this affects their social well-being.  
 
 
Figure 3.5: Social Media: Friends (n) 
 
B: Peer Pressure: Degree of Joining Social Media 
The peer pressure (PP) of social media is quite an interesting analysis as 54% 
of the students felt that they experience peer pressure to join a social media 
platform whilst 5% indicated that they are not affected by peer pressure (see 
Table 3.8). The other 41% of students have selected the ‘to some extent’ option 
which implies students are neutral and do feel they are affected by social media 
indicating a level of being accepted into specific social groups. This suggests 
social media can be addictive to the majority of students as joining various 
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platforms are goal-driven thus affecting the “neuroanatomical level” of 
performance (Kuss & Griffiths, 2011, p. 3532). 
 
Table 3.8: Peer Pressure 
 
 
3.4.3 Communication: Interpersonal Skills 
  
Methods of communication refer to verbal and non-verbal forms of 
communication. SNS uses predominantly non-verbal communication as 
expressed in writing, emoticons, symbol systems, and voice messaging. This 
affects how one listens to the tone of voice,  inflection, speed the individual 
talks, and may therefore be a cause of anxiety. 
 
43% of students (n=82) were of the neutral opinion that using SNS does affect 
their manner of communication with others as they do “sometimes feel 
uncomfortable having face-to-face conversations” (see Figure 3.6). Although 
there was a total of 39% (n=75) of students who mentioned SNS “has no effect” 
on their actual social life, there were 18% (n=17) of students between 17 to 24 
years of age who selected the option of: “I always feel uncomfortable having 
face-to-face conversations”. The possibility of social media addiction from the 
type of communicative styles is important as it depends on the social 
gratification a user receives from interacting with others thus influencing their 
social well-being.  
PP 17-18 yrs 19-20 yrs 21-22 yrs 23-24 yrs 25-26 yrs Total 
 
(n) 
%  (n) % 
 
(n) 
%  (n) % (n) % (n) % 
A lot 27 14% 60 31.2% 10 5.2% 2 1% 5 2.6% 104 54% 
To some extent 18 9.3% 46 24% 9 4.7% 3 1.60% 2 1% 78 41% 
Not at all 1 0.5% 3 1.6% 5 2.6% 0 0% 1 0.5% 10 5% 




Figure 3.6: Interpersonal Skills (n) 
 
3.4.4 Attachment: Family Contact and Parent Awareness 
 
 “Want to keep in contact with my family at home” 
The majority of the students’ parents are aware of their social media activities 
(n=104) online with a total of 54.1% (see Table 3.9). However, 41% of the 
students indicated their parents are not all aware of their social media activities. 
Five percent of students stated their parents are not aware of their social media 
activities.  
 
Table 3.9: Parent Awareness 
 
PARENT 
AWARENESS (n) 17- 18 yrs 19 -20 yrs 
21 -22 
yrs 
23-24 yrs 25 - 26 yrs Total (n) 
Yes, all of them 27 60 10 2 5 104 
Some of them 18 46 9 3 2 78 
 No, none of them 1 3 5 0 1 10 
TOTAL 46 109 24 5 8 192 
48 
 
3.4.5 Social Media and Emotional Functioning 
 
A: Regret  
 
 
Figure 3.7: Regret 
 
Most of the students in all age groups particularly between the 19- to 22-year 
age group mentioned they regretted something they have posted online (see 
Figure 3.7). Students between the ages of 23 to 26 did not have the same 
opinion about it. Participants in the 17- to 18-year age category were equated 
to 50% each. This is interesting to note as this finding correlates with Wang et 
al.’s (2011) study on Facebook. The study emphasises the regret where the 
majority of the participants used various types of social media and faced a 
similar dilemma as this study’s participants about feeling regret after sharing 
information online – more specifically, when sharing expressive opinions and 
information in the presence of online predators and spectators.  
 
B: Self Esteem-photos: Likes, Filters and Confidence 
 
The following questions were asked to students based on their self-esteem 
regarding social media uploads of photographic content and their perception of 




1. “Are pictures posted to receive likes?” (LIKES) 
2. “Would you use filters and edit your photos before posting a selfie?” (FIL) 
3. “Are you unhappy when people do not like your picture?” (UNH) 
 
Table 3.10: Likes 
 
 
Participants from all age groups responded with 64.6% (n=124) of them stating 
that they posted all post pictures to receive likes in comparison to the 35.4% 
(n=68) of students who did not post pictures to have them liked by others (see 
Table 3.10). Although the 19- to 20-year age group was the largest group of 
participants, it is interesting to note that 68 of the 109 students post pictures to 
receive likes, whereas 41 students do not post for that reason. This indicates 
that self-esteem for the individual is not defined by their personal opinion but 
based on the perception of others from the selfies a person posts and the likes 
they receive as a means of visual acceptance. Users can therefore be 
dependent on social media as they are constantly needing to check their 
notifications for the number of likes received for uploading their pictures. 
 
Table 3.11: Filters 
(LIK) 
17-18 yrs 19-20 yrs 21-22 yrs 23-24 yrs 25-26 yrs Total 
(n) %  (n) %  (n) %  (n) %  (n) % (n) % 
Yes  31 16.1% 68 35.4% 17 8.9% 3 1.6% 5 2.6% 124 64.6% 
No 15 7.8% 41 21.3% 7 3.6% 2 1% 3 1.6% 68 35.4% 
Total 46 23.9% 109 56.8% 24 12.5% 5 2.6% 8 4.2% 192 100% 
(FIL) 
17-18 yrs 19-20 yrs 21-22 yrs 23-24 yrs 25-26 yrs Total 
(n) % (n) % (n) % (n) % (n) % (n) % 
Yes  25 13% 51 26.5% 13 6.8% 3 1.6% 1 0.5% 93 48.4% 
No 21 10.9% 58 30.2% 11 5.7% 2 1.% 7 3.6% 99 51.6% 
Total 46 23.9% 109 56.8% 24 12.5% 5 2.6% 8 4.2% 192 100% 
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There was not a big difference between responses for whether students use 
filters to edit their photos before they post a selfie or not (see Table 3.11). 
Fourty-eight percent (n=93) of students mentioned they do use filters to edit 
their selfies, whereas 51.6% of the students do not use filters. It is noteworthy 
to mention that all participants except one in the 25- to 26-year age bracket do 
not use filters at all in comparison to the other groups. 
 
Table 3.12: Feelings: Unhappiness 
 
 
74. 5% of all age categories (n=143) reported they do not feel unhappy when 
they post a picture and they do not receive any likes (see Table 3.12). However, 
25% of students did not feel unhappy if their selfies do not receive any likes. 
 
It is interesting to note from the above responses, that 64.6% of students were 
affected by the number of likes they receive for their photos (see Figure 3.8) 




17-18 yrs 19-20 yrs 21-22 yrs 23-24 yrs 25-26 yrs Total 
(n) % (n) % (n) % (n) % (n) % (n) % 
Yes  12 6.2% 27  14.4% 8  4.2% 1 0.5% 1  0.5% 49  25.5% 
No 34  17.7% 82  42.4% 16  8.3% 4 2.1%  7 3.7%  143 74.5%  








“Are you concealing any form of emotional pain or trauma when posting/sharing 
pictures online?” 
 
Most participants (75%) reported they are not experiencing any type of trauma 
when they post pictures online (n=147) whereas 25% of students (n= 47) 
reported they do experience a form of trauma or concealed pain when they post 
photos online (see Figure 3.9).  
 
 




D: Anxiety FOMO 
 “I access social media because I fear others having more fun than me” 
 
This is an interesting analysis since the frequencies revealed that most 
students have almost an equal response to each of the options. Most students 
disagreed to experiencing FOMO (see Figure 3.10).  
 
 
Figure 3.10: FOMO 
 
D: Behaviour 
 “Are you constantly checking status updates?” 
 
The number of participants who always look at status updates amounted to 
67% with a population size of 129. Students who mostly responded with ‘yes’ 
were from the 19 to 20-year age group (see Figure 3.11). For the 17- to 18-year 
age group, there were marginal differences. The number of respondents who 





Figure 3.11: Status Viewing Compulsion 
 




“Before I sleep and when I wake up, I use social media” 
 
28% of students strongly agreed that they check their social media before and 
after they sleep and 27% partially agreed they do the same. Twenty-two percent 
of students agreed they do the same. Therefore, the majority of students who 
use social media before and after they sleep are more than the 23% who 
disagreed, combined with students who do not share the same sentiments. 
(see Figure 3.12). The effect thereof affects the brain and the physical 




Figure 3.12: Sleep 
 
3.5 SOCIAL MEDIA AND DIGITAL FUNCTIONING 
 
A: Technological Device 
“What technological device do you use to access social media?” 
Although there were 192 participants in this study, there was a total of 264 
technological devices used by students (see Table 3.13). Hence, students more 
specifically in the age bracket of 17 to 20 years own more than one device to 
access social media and other digital needs. It is interesting to observe within 
the 17- to 18-year-old age group, there were five students who did not have a 
mobile device and eight students in the 19 to 20 year group who did not have 
a mobile device as well. The most used device to access social media was 
mobile phones (66%). The other device was a laptop (25%) that is used quite 
often. Computers (6%) and tablets (3%) were the most underused 









B: Social Media Platforms 
 
Table 3.14: Social Media Platforms (n) 
 
 
Students were asked to select which social media platforms they use the most: 
WhatsApp, Instagram, Facebook, Twitter, and Snapchat. The most popular 
SNS platform was WhatsApp amongst students (n=170). The other social 
media most used apps and possibly websites were Facebook (20.3%) and 
Instagram (20.8%). The ‘other’ apps gave students the option of stating 
additional apps they use but there were only two respondents who mentioned 











25 - 26 
yrs 
Total (n) % 
Mobile 41 101 20 4 8 174 66% 
Tablet 2 5 1 0 0 8 3% 
Laptop 16 44 6 1 0 67 25% 
Computer 2 7 2 1 3 15 6% 
Total Devices 61 157 29 6 11 264 
100% 
Total Participants 46 109 24 5 8 192 





21 -22 yrs 
23-24 
yrs 
25 - 26 
yrs 
Total % 
Facebook 15 47 13 1 5 81 20.3% 
WhatsApp 42 99 20 1 8 170 42.7% 
Instagram 16 55 9 2 1 83 20.8% 
Twitter 5 20 5 2 3 35 8.7% 
Snapchat 7 15 0 0 0 22 5.5% 
Mobifun 0 1 0 0 0 1 0.2% 
Pepclub 0 1 0 0 0 1 0.2% 
Telegram 1 1 0 0 0 2 0.5% 
Tiktok 0 1 0 0 0 1 0.2% 
Tumblr 0 1 0 0 0 1 0.2% 
VSCO 0 1 0 0 0 1 0.2% 
 Total SNS 86 242 47 6 17 398 
100% Total 
Participants 
46 109 24 5 8 192 
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justify the reality of usage for it. Other apps that were mentioned by students 
such as: Mobifun, Pepclub, Telegram, Tiktok, Tumblr, and VSCO.  
 
Twitter (8.7%) and Snapchat (5.5%) were the least used apps amongst first 
year students. All students from each age category used more than one social 
media platform except students from the 23 to 24 year age group where only 
one participant used more than one app.  
 
From all these apps, students used instant messaging apps such as WhatsApp 
more frequently in comparison to others. The instant messaging app gives 
individuals the opportunity to speak more frequently via chatting and can be a 
cause of distraction and poorer concentration in relation to students’ responses 
to disadvantages of social media (see Table 3.17). WhatsApp for 
undergraduate students promotes sharing of photographs, video graphical 
content, and constant messaging for both personal and academic purposes but 
has a negative effect on the brain thus causing multi-tasking and task switching 
to be common behavioural patterns for students (David, Kim, & Curtis, 2015; 
Kumar, 2019; Malhotra & Bansal, 2017). 
 
Students did not choose to write Blackboard as one of the other used apps and 
websites, but this is compulsory for all students to access university resources, 
online assessments, and other information. 
 
C: Daily Time Span 
Most students selected the ‘2-5 hours’  (n=121) per day usage of social media 
platforms and websites (see Figure 3.13) and the majority of these students 
were 19 to 20 year old’s (n=72) and the 17 to 18-year-old students (n=29). 
There were five students who chose 10 to 20 hours per day on social media. 





Figure 3.13: Social Media Daily Usage 
 
D: Duration of Social Media 
 
Figure 3.14: Period of Time 
 
Students in all age groups have had social media for over five years (n=113). 
All age groups except 23 to 24 years of age (n=62) were students who only 
had social media between one to five years (Table 3.12). There were only three 
students who had social media for less than six months and who were from the 




Table 3.15: Usage (n) 









25 - 26 
yrs 
Total 
less than 6 months 0 3 0 0 0 3 
6 months to 1 yr 1 9 3 1 0 14 
1 year to 5 years 16 34 10 0 2 62 
More than 5 years 29 63 11 4 6 113 
 Total 46 109 24 6 8 192 
 
E: Student Reasoning for Using Social Media  
13% of participants used social media for recreation and relaxation (see Table 
3.15). Most were from the 17- to 22-year-old age bracket (n=76) whereas only 
six respondents were from the older age groups. Students between the ages of 
17 to 20 (n=100) used social media to socialise and make friends, whereas 
only 23 participants between the ages of 21 to 26 years used social media for 
the same purpose. Most participants between the 17 to 22-year-old age groups 
used social media to keep in touch with family at home. 
 
There were other responses for using social media. These included 
“broadcasting my talents”, “alleviating boredom”, “personal research”, and 
“business”.  
 
Table 3.16: Reasoning (n) 
 















Socialize and make new friends  29 71 16 2 5 123 23% 
Remain updated about what is trending  24 65 11 2 6 108 20% 
Collaborate with fellow students and study  26 63 12 3 5 109 20% 
As a source of recreation and relaxation  18 48 10 2 4 82 13% 
 Keep in touch with family at home  30 72 16 2 4 124 25% 
Total Responses (Reasoning) 127 319 65 11 24 546 
100% 





45% of students were of the opinion that the biggest advantage of social media 
is to share information quickly (see Figure 3.14). The other two big advantages 
were learning technology becomes easier and keeping in touch with friends is 
convenient (see Table 3.16). There were only 57 responses to meeting new 
people on social media to help with socialising skills but from these participants, 
31 were from the 19- to 20-year-old age group. Students’ behavioural 
tendencies imply that social media is a form of dependency specifically with 
sharing information at a faster pace as well as constant social participation and 
digital media that assists in developing better technological skills.  
 
Table 3.17: Advantages 
 
G: Disadvantages 
45% of Students felt that their worst disadvantage (n=139) of using social 
media is the effect on their focus and academic performance (see Figure 3.15).  
Students have also indicated that social media decreases their social skills 
(n=72) and they have lesser physical activity resulting in health problems 
(n=66). Only 35 students claimed social media does not give them any form of 
privacy. The usage of social media affects the behavioural, mental, and social 
well-being of students who become dependent on using social media and SNS 
for daily activities if they are unable to associate it with fundamental operational 
activities. Hence, the acute use of social media can cause addiction and has 
an overall impact on daily functioning such as concentration and focus during 
academic tasks, physical challenges, and affects face to face social 










25 - 26 
yrs 
Total 
Sharing information/work quickly 33 85 15 3 6 142 
Meeting new people can help you   socialize 11 31 12 1 2 57 
Learning technology becomes easier  23 45 12 1 1 82 
Keeping in touch with friends is convenient  13 48 10 0 5 76 
None 0 1 0 0 0 1 
Total Responses (Advantages) 80 210 49 5 14 358 
Total Participants of Study 46 109 24 5 8 192 




Table 3.18: Disadvantages 
 
 
In conclusion regarding the advantages and disadvantages (see Figure 3.15a 
and Figure 3.15b), it is interesting to note the percentages of difference for each 
area were notably the same. The biggest disadvantage was distraction, which 
can be related to the 45% weighting of sharing quickly as one of the largest 
advantages.  
 
Other advantages included 22% each of new interactions and learning 
technology. The disadvantages equated to 22% each of poor communication 
skills and health issues. 11% was stated as an advantage for convenience but 
was also a disadvantage for a form of no privacy when using social media. This 








21 -22 yrs 
23-24 
yrs 
25 - 26 
yrs 
Total 
Reduced focus on studies 
and affects academic 
performance 
29 84 17 3 6 139 
Lesser physical activity 
results in health problems 
17 34 11 1 3 66 
Decreases/destroys social 
skills (not an adequate 
replacement for face-to-
face communication) 
16 45 8 0 3 72 
There is no concept of 
privacy 
7 18 6 1 3 35 
None 0 1 0 0 0 1 
Total Responses 69 182 42 5 15 313 
Total Participants of 
Study 
46 109 24 5 8 192 
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Figure 3.15a: Advantages and Figure 3.15.b disadvantages 
 
H: Access 
63% of students access free WIFI at university to use social media in 
comparison to 37% who do not use social media at university a lot (Table 3.18). 
Most students therefore use data accessible at campus in comparison to 
prepaid data to access social media at home or at university. 
 




17-18 yrs 26 20 
19-20 yrs 71 38 
21-22 yrs 17 7 
23-24 yrs 3 2 
25-26 yrs 4 4 
Total 121 71 





3.5 CHAPTER SUMMARY 
 
This chapter provided the results and data interpretation of social media on the 
well-being and functioning of first year undergraduate students at a well-known 
tertiary institution. Demographically, from the sample size, it was observed 
there were students from different age groups, but the majority of the students 
were between the ages of 19 to 20. The data indicated the sample population 
consisted of mostly male students, even though there were a few female and 
non-binary genders and were mostly from the Gauteng region. 
 
The study found that 42% students do find social media helpful when they are 
studying, more specifically for students who grew up with technology and are 
between the late adolescence and young adult age bracket. However, 
distraction (68% of students) is greater than the benefits of social media when 
studying.  
 
From a social and emotional aspect of functioning, the findings indicated that 
younger age group students are affected with a poorer sense of self-esteem 
and self-confidence levels as opposed to the older students. Fifty-one point six 
percent of students indicated they do not use filters when uploading an image, 
whereas 48.4% indicated that they do. Hence, there was a marginal difference 
of 3.2% and this therefore indicates students can be susceptible to low self-
esteem in the virtual world based on the number of likes they receive and 
followers they have. Hence, students are most likely to upload more pictures 
and this can cause addictive behaviour attributable to self-esteem. Surprisingly, 
the term ‘FOMO’ was commonly known to students and many felt they do not 
fall under this category, but 67% of students felt they were always online and 
needed to see other social media users’ status updates. This contributes to a 
limitation of the study and can be a pitfall of survey research. This indicated 
there is a strong behavioural and emotional pattern that leads to a habitual 
regime to observe how others are (Gezgin, 2018). Therefore, this may further 
suggest that students often use their Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp 
statuses to view others besides personal benefits such as to celebrate others’ 
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accomplishments, joy and fun, to feel better, keep in touch with everyone, 
compare self to others, and to comply with peer demands.  
 
Digitally, students had more than one device and used a multitude of social 
media platforms. The time duration they spent daily was at least two to five 
hours and 113 students had been using social media for over five years 
whereas there were only three students who used social media for under six 
months and 14 students who used it between six months and 1 year. This 
means many of the students are digital natives and would use social media 
frequently whether it is for socialising, FOMO, study collaboration, or keeping 
in touch with family as indicated in social media reasoning (see Table 3.16). 
Additionally, from the above, the cognitive, emotional, social, and physical 
psychological functioning can have an effect on the individual with recurrent 











DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 
 
4.1 CHAPTER OUTLINE 
 
This chapter will discuss the theme findings of the research pertaining to the 
effect social media has on the different domains of functioning of first year 
students’ mental health functioning. The chapter further explores the 
recommendations, limitations, contribution to knowledge, research in the South 




The focus of this study was the effect of possible social media on the mental 
health of first year university students. The cognitive, social, emotional, and 
physical functioning of first year undergraduate student were explored in 
relation to social media for both personal and academic use.  
 
The key findings of each area will be explored:  
• Developmental:  
Maturity of Age Between the Different Stages of Development  
• Cognitive and Physical:  
Academic struggles and Sleep 
• Social:  
Peer pressure, Communication Skills and Attachment 
• Emotional:  











One of the findings in all mental health functioning areas was the fact that 
students in the first year access programme are not of the anticipated age of 
17 to 21 years of age but according to this study, students ranged between 17 
to 26 years. This is primarily a result of students in the access programme 
differing in age, most likely because of varying socio-economic challenges, 
possible educational struggles, and other difficulties. Due to this, the researcher 
had to take into consideration students’ identification with social media primarily 
based on their contextual age and identity. With regards to this, the study found 
that students belonging to the age categories of 17 to 20 years of age reacted 
differently to students 21 to 22 years and the latter 23 to 26 years. Students in 
the age category of 17 to 20-year-old were more digitally inclined and 
associated more frequently with social media regardless of whether they were 
from Gauteng or not. Students between the ages of 23 to 26 years of age did 
not use social media for the same purpose as the younger students. The 
students of this age category had already developed their identity and did not 
undergo the same transitionary processes as that of the younger generation. 
 
4.2.2 Social Media and Cognitive Functioning 
 
The research findings indicated that first year students experience anxiety in 
relation to social media use. The data analysis further suggested that  social 
media  use is distracting in the classroom context because students tend to 
task switch in lectures. Social media use in the classroom setting may have 
negative implications for cognitive functioning involving attention and 
concentration, affecting information processing, understanding and meaning 
making, and therefore, executive functioning (Robinson, Vytal, Cornwell, & 
Grillon, 2013). These findings echoed those of Kibona and Mgaya (2015) and 




The manner of how anxiety affects cognitive functioning occurs when the 
processing of attention and concentration are difficult, inclusive of the executive 
function having limited control over organisational skills, decisiveness, and 
orientational planning (Robinson et al., 2013). With the habitual use of social 
media predominantly in lecture theatres and during academic hours, students 
do face anxiety combined with high levels of distraction especially when they 
are unable to focus and have the need to respond to instant messaging and 
other SNS uses.  
 
However, although students were struggling to hone their planning, 
organisational and  study skills, they were beginning to use alternative study 
strategies by incorporating social media. Previous studies have mostly argued 
that social media  is a deterrent towards studying (Cheong et al., 2016). 
Nevertheless, this depends on the type of social media used that would be of 
assistance to studying such as Blackboard and other resources online, or if 
students use instant messaging and similar apps that cause disturbances. From 
the findings, it is however important to note how students did not always identify 
with Blackboard as a commonly used app in comparison to other social 
networking apps. 
 
4.2.3 Social Media and Social Functioning 
 
The finding that students kept connecting with family via social media 
suggested the need of students to feel embraced and the need to embrace their 
family. This sense of connectedness through social media pointed to students 
desiring a need for attachment to their family and other significant others. The 
research findings revealed that first year students often used their phones for 
instant text messaging such as on WhatsApp to keep in contact with their 
family. This indicated the relationship status and attachment with their loved 
ones back home, specifically for the students who come from various provinces, 
bordering countries, including the Gauteng students who stayed at off campus 
residences. The adjustment to university may be a daunting experience for 
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some thus creating a form of isolation and solitude, and the effect thereof on 
academic functioning (Holt, 2018). Additionally, students who stay further from 
home at residences and previously stayed with family during their formative 
years, often feel a detachment from their family, therefore the use of social 
media with family members are more common (Yang & Lee, 2018).  
 
Methods of communication styles are crucial and from the results, it can be 
seen many students use SNS to socialise. This may not necessarily mean it is 
with peers at campus but can be with others who they formerly associate with. 
In relation to the literature presented earlier, students who use SNS frequently 
and have profiles on various social media apps indicated they are closing the 
void of face to face interaction. They do however prefer to interact with others 
in the virtual world who could be their family or friends as well as strangers 
(Holt, 2018).  Although there was a discrepancy in students who stated they 
can make friends easily as opposed to those who struggle daily with face to 
face communication, it is interesting to note students between the ages of 17 
to 20 enjoyed making new friends and socialising on social media in contrast to 
the older students. 
 
With regard to peer pressure, the data analysis indicated that students often 
experience peer pressure through social media use. However, the findings also 
showed that students often use social media to see what is trending to keep 
abreast with changes in the world of their peers, technology, fashion, places to 
go, food, and so on. Instagram and Facebook were the two most used social 
apps for keeping up with their peer group. This finding supported the research 
findings of Yang and Lee (2018) who found that part of adjustment at university 
pressures students to dress, act, and behave in certain ways but has a negative 
effect on the psychosocial status of the student. 
 
4.2.4 Social Media and Emotional Functioning 
 
Students were aware of what is shared on social media, but struggle with 
content and how to use social media effectively to attain maximum 
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individualised benefits. The virtual environment particularly for the first-year 
university student is seen as a welcoming place especially when they are 
feeling lonely and unable to interact with others on site at university. This is a 
social drawback for students who  struggle with low self-esteem and who are 
insecure (Bonanno, 2018). Therefore, the emotional functioning of students is 
greater when communicating with friends as well as family. However, by 
sharing photos and informational posts, the student is most likely wanting to 
gain societal support when they are not recognised at university yet and as a 
means of attaining popularity.  
 
From the findings, students between the ages of 17 and 22 were going through 
a greater transitional change in identity as opposed to students between the 
ages of 23 to 26. The emotional regulation and identity of students are crucial 
to their well-being and they are more likely to use social media as a means to 
boost their status at university amongst peers and as a comparative tool for 
status gain (Yang, Holden, & Carter, 2017). The findings in this study indicated 
that older students’ identities are not entirely dependent on social media 
because it seems as if they mainly use social media for academic collaboration 
with other students and not for identity building or societal purposes. Results 
further established that older students are not affected by using filters, neither 
are they affected by feeling unhappy when posting a picture. 
 
Students who constantly check on their phones for messages, status updates, 
and scrolling on social media apps can develop an obsessive compulsion thus 
having an effect on their emotional as well as cognitive functioning. Additionally, 
students who constantly share photos have a sense of low self-esteem and 
therefore with the constant sharing of personal pictures, may create a form of 
artificial confidence levels.  
 
The online civilisation and societal ethos promote behavioural interactions as 
worthy by promoting symbolism of feelings using emoji’s, GIFs, algorithms, and 
SNS language (Attrill, 2016). The online culture therefore promotes users to 
facilitate their behavioural and emotional actions on SNS with the use of 
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character representations with their images and any additional information 
people post online. The use of photographic content shared by social media 
users facilitates members to disclose their identity to others by validating 
themselves, following media trends and challenges, shadowing their favourite 
celebrities and role models, and being conscious of the self regardless of the 
location the image is shared from (Warfield, 2014). Therefore, compulsive 
usage of constant sharing to be a part of the online community draws 
challenges in self-esteem in the number of friends, likes, photos, and followers. 
 
4.2.5 Social Media and Physical Functioning 
 
Students of all ages mentioned they used social media before and after they 
sleep. Therefore students who use social media may affect their sleep patterns. 
This could be in relation to the literature earlier mentioned on the light 
notifications that actively keep your brain awake. Therefore, this causes an 
effect on the amount of melatonin received in the brain causing one to stay 
awake for longer (Strickland, 2014). Additionally, the effect of screen time on 
sleep places the growing brain at a bigger risk of developing anxiety and 
depression (Tudin & Hurwitz, 2019).  
 
4.2.6 Social Media and Digital Functioning 
 
There were a large number of students who have more than one device that 
they use social media apps on. Some students spent a minimum of two to five 
hours per day online whilst others spent a maximum of up to five to 10 hours. 
The social media rarely included the use of academic apps such as Blackboard. 
Students mostly used WhatsApp, Facebook, and Instagram according to the 
survey. Additionally, students used university Wi-Fi to access social media apps 
which are free as opposed to using purchased data. Students responded in the 
survey that using social media apps is a convenient mode to share information 
quickly as well as collaborate with peers for study activities. Sixty-three percent 
of students accessed social media more at university with access to free Wi-Fi 
and not prepaid data. This is concerning since the primal purpose for 
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implementing free Wi-Fi at universities is for academic reasons and the ability 




With regard to the South African universities, the first-year experience is 
exceptionally important to the well-being of students and how they transition 
towards the years of maturity in academic studies. Therefore, it is essential that 
universities develop programmes and courses to support students who may 
have adjusted to the technological uses of devices and the internet but do not 
know how to use social media and digital technology sensibly to prevent 
indiscriminate use thereof. Indiscriminate use of technology may affect their 
well-being and mental health adversely. This needs to be researched further 
when creating support programmes for students. Universities can create events 
of awareness by providing students with the skills to have the upper-hand over 
technology instead of being swallowed by the virtual world and the social 
constructs or legalities of social media in relation to who they are as individuals. 
Additionally, universities could include social media literacy as part of the faculty 
support courses or include it as part of each subject course focus.   
 
Cognitively, in relation to the aforementioned findings, when a student’s 
attention and concentration are affected during lectures when task switching, 
students can use self-acuity and rather physically write down notes during 
lecture periods instead of relying on the notes received via Blackboard from 
lecturers. This would create less of a distraction and alleviate anxiety when 
students are studying and are unable to recall information easily. Furthermore, 
when students do use social media  for studying purposes, they need to create 
a time management plan for online activity and integrate it with their study plan. 
 
Socially, students need to use less of their technological devices in social 
circles and attempt to interact with others during interest groups. Additionally, 
students could set a time restriction during the day to interact with their loved 
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ones and family online after academic hours. This will boost their concentration 
as well as social skills.  
 
Emotionally, students who are likely to regret when they post an image could 
ask themselves beneficial questions before they post such as: 
 
- Is it relevant? 
- Will it affect my reputation when I search for a career?  
- Am I emotionally frustrated and how else can I resolve this without posting it 
online? 
- What are the other alternatives? 
- How will the now affect me in the future? 
- Can I talk to someone like a friend or family member about it? 
- Have I tried reaching out for support? 
 
Sadlier (2019) advises to always look at the privacy under terms and conditions 
of each social media site as well as to be wary of what is posted online. 
Students therefore could delete previous commentary and pictures, refrain from 
sharing locations, and accepting unknown friend requests. 
 
Universities can develop psychoeducational workshops (dealing with self-
regulated learning, self-regulation, delayed gratification, how to curb 
procrastination, and developing motivation) informing academic counselling 
practices when working with students who show reliance on social media and 
possible internet addiction and a lack of academic focus. 
 
Physically, students who do tend to use their phones before and after they sleep 
could deactivate all forms of notifications to stop the blue light flashing or 
receiving notification sounds. Students could also log off from their accounts 
instead of remaining online. Furthermore, students could use a traditional alarm 
clock to wake up instead of setting an alarm on their phones; this will lessen 
time spent on the phone in the mornings as it would not be an automatic 




Digitally, students can create an online plan where they can track their usage 
times for the activity intended on social media. The technological use of social 
media  and using laptops or computers for Microsoft Office or other apps for 
study requirements are different. It would therefore be beneficial for the 
university and the ADC department to create time management plans to guide 
students on their technological use and the time spent on it. Screen time 
detoxes could be implemented where students spend less time on their mobile 
cell phone devices since this is the most common tool to access social media, 
particularly WhatsApp. Lastly, students need to familiarise themselves with the 
university’s social media policy. 
 
4.4 CONTRIBUTIONS TO KNOWLEDGE 
 
The study was exploratory in nature and therefore allows future researchers to 
refer to and develop further research studies. Additionally, external validity of 
this survey could further be proved once the same survey is used with a 
different context of participants from various faculties where a comparable 
study may attain the same deductions (Leedy & Ormrod, 2016). 
 
The social science of this project entailed a growth in contemporary information 
and understanding to advance new studies, create a recognition in the changes 
of the development, and promote an awareness to researchers and the broader 
community. The findings of this study could contribute to the development of 
First Year Experience programmes and teaching methodologies by using 
technology and SNS to enhance student success and to promote student well-
being. In addition, the findings could be used as a steppingstone for further 
research at this university and in the fields of curriculum development, 







Unfortunately, the intention of this research design was originally meant to be 
a web-based survey where students would have responded online via the 
university portal. Although this was accepted by the research committee, the 
time restrictions did not permit the research to be web based. Therefore, the 
research was later carried forward to students via a pen and paper process 
which students completed. The data analysis took longer than expected and 
therefore a lengthy paper survey with 200 students was not an optimum choice. 
As a result of the time constraint, students from the Faculty of Engineering could 
not be categorised according to their course studies on the various types of 
engineering fields because of the limited number of students. Therefore, this 
study did not analyse their courses since it would not be a true reflection on the 
number of students registered per department.   
 
Furthermore, the survey questionnaire was too comprehensive and needed to 
be reduced. Additionally, the survey did not include many questions relating to 
physical functioning, thus making it difficult to analyse the impact of social 
media on cognitive functioning.  
 
From the statistical perspective, the response biasness was far too great even 
with the utilisation of hypothetical data. There were a multitude of responses 
from the Likert scale where students selected the option ’partially agreed’ which 
is equivalent to neutral on a five-point scale. This included areas in the various 
functioning: cognitive (concentration and knowledge: content interest), social 
(number of followers), and emotional (trust, survival, anxiety, positive well-
being, stress and support services for mental health). Additionally, one of the 
limitations of survey research includes that responses may not all be accurate 




4.6 RESEARCH AS IT PERTAINS TO THE SOUTH AFRICAN CONTEXT 
 
This study would be better contextualised when further research has been done 
in comparison between both access and full-time students, since both types of 
students differ in relation to academic, developmental, emotional, and social 
aspects to the self.  Furthermore, the investigation of this study would be 
lucrative for the South African Department of Higher Education and Training 
(DHET) to replicate this over a longer period of time at various universities 
nationwide.  Although there would be a greater chance in achieving statistical 
significance by using a quantitative research design, the study could include a 
mixed methods approach by incorporating interviews. This would create rich 
and deep data for further research.  
 
4.7 DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 
 
A study would be beneficial by conducting a longitudinal study where both pre 
and post testing would be of significance especially when studying the first year 
students at universities. Students often behave and interact differently as they 
are still adapting to the environment and study methods in the second block of 
the first semester change in comparison to the fourth block in the second 
semester where they have developed an identity and academic interests.   
 
International and South African research does not cover the effect of social 
media on the development of the brain for young adults from the age of 22 
upwards. Although there have been limited studies focused on the adolescent 
brain that matures until the age of 29 as previously stated in literature, no form 
of research focuses on the impact of habitual use of technology on the 







The aim of this study was to investigate the possible effect of social media on 
the mental health of first year students to recommend possible communication 
strategies. The findings offered an initial exploration of social media on the 
mental health functioning of first year students. Although results have identified 
that there is a high consumption of social media usage amongst first year 
students, further research is necessary to establish definite conclusions with 
regard to the mental health aspect and the effects thereof, especially on the 
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I, Mr/Miss/Mrs ……………………………………….………… in first year 
……………….…… (course) from the Faculty of Engineering hereby provide my 
consent to Miss. Zaakirah Loonat to participate in her research study: The Influence 










            
Personal Information: 
Age: Faculty of Engineering 
Gender Orientation: Course: 
 
➢ What area/province are you from?  
        
 
➢ Do you currently live in a Student Residence Accommodation?  (Circle appropriate 
choice)  
      Yes                 No  
  
➢ If yes, do you stay on or off campus? (Circle appropriate choice)            
      On campus                  Off campus 
 
➢ If no, do you stay with family or friends? 
        
 
➢ What technological device do you use to access social media? 
        
     
        
Questions (Select the answer that is most relevant to you): 
 
1. How long have you been using social networking sites?  
 
 Less than 6 months 
 6 months – 1 year 
 1 year – 5 years 
 More than 5 years 
 
2. How many hours on average do you spend on social networks in a day?  
 
 1 – 2 hours  
 2 – 5 hours  
 4 – 8 hours  
 
3. Why do you use social networks? Tick more than one if this applies to you. 
 
 Socialise and make new friends  
 Remain updated about what is trending  
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 Collaborate with fellow students and study  
 As a source of recreation and relaxation  
 Keep in touch with family at home  
 Other (Please specify):         
 
4. How many social networking websites do you use?  
 
 1 – 2        2 – 5      5 – 10     10 – 20    More 
 
 
5. What is/are the best advantage(s) of using social networks?  
 
 Sharing information/work quickly 
 Meeting new people can help you socialize 
 Learning technology becomes easier  
 Keeping in touch with friends is convenient  
 None 
 
6. What is/are the worst disadvantage(s) of using social networks?  
 
 Reduced focus on studies and affects academic performance  
 Lesser physical activity results in health problems 
 Decreases/destroys social skills (not an adequate replacement for face-to-face 
communication) 
 There is no concept of privacy 
 None  
 
7. How does social networking affect your real social life?  
 
 Has no effort 
 Sometimes I feel uncomfortable having face-to-face conversations 
 I always feel uncomfortable having face-to-face conversations 
 
8. Are your parents/guardians aware of your social networking activities?  
 
 Yes, all of them 
 Some of them 
 No, none of them 
 
9. Select the degree to which peer pressure plays/have played any role in you joining 
social media 
 A lot 
 To some extent 
 Not at all 
 







 Twitter  
 Snapchat  
 Other (Please specify):         
 
11. Select the answer yes or no for the following questions (Place a tick in the block) 
 YES NO 
• Do you use any type of social media applications?   
• Have you ever regretted any information that you shared or posted over 
social media? 
  
• Do you access social media more at university than at home?   
• Are pictures posted to receive likes?   
• Are you constantly checking status updates?   
• Would you use filters and edit your photos before posting a selfie?   
• Are you concealing any form of emotional pain or trauma when 
posting/sharing pictures online? 
  
• Have you used social networking services to stalk others?   
• Are you unhappy when people do not like your picture?   
• Do you get distracted by social media when you are studying?   
• Do you prefer using social media because you have no friends?   




12. How do you feel about each of these statements? Tick the number that appeals to your 
daily life the most.  
1= Strongly Agree  2=Agree 3= Partially Agree   4=Disagree    5=Strongly Disagree 
 1 2 3 4 5 
Social networks help me to study      
Social media relieves me from feeling stressed      
Social networking helps me to talk to people more easily      
I trust the friends I make on social media      
I want to have more followers      
When I am worried or anxious, I use social media      
Before I sleep and when I wake up, I use social media      
Want to keep in contact with my family at home      
Social media affects me positively      
Social media is important to survive      
Social media poses negative effects on my concentration in 
lectures 
     
Prefer to use social media for content as opposed to 
chatting 
     
I access social media because I fear others having more 
fun than me 
     
Social media helps me to access mental health services      
Thank You For Your Time ☺ 
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